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An Important Note to Readers


Though every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and timeliness of the information contained in this book, it may change at any time for many reasons, including market forces, political and economic conditions, and weather. Readers should be sure to call or email ahead for confirmation of information when making any travel plans. The author, editors, and publisher shall not be responsible for any travel conditions experienced by readers resulting from changes in information provided in this book. If you discover any out-of-date or incorrect information in the book, we would appreciate it if you would let us know via our website, 1000places.com.




Better to see
something once
than to hear about it
a thousand times.


—Asian Proverb
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Introduction


_______________



The World Revisited


As I write this introduction, my nieces are in Iceland. I imagine them enjoying a hot soak in the Blue Lagoon under the midnight sun, driving through a vast, empty countryside of stark, otherworldly beauty—slowing down to let small, bushy-maned horses cross the two-lane road and stopping to order lunch from menus in a language they cannot pronounce. They are sending me e-mails and posting Facebook updates and Instagram photos, and I can feel their excitement and their sense of wonder. They will return home exhilarated, having felt firsthand how travel opens up your whole world while nurturing a newfound appreciation for everything you’ve left behind. There really is no downside to travel, save a little jet lag and a dented bank account. A small price to pay for a million-dollar experience.


Wanderlust—I like to think of it as wanderlove—has always coursed through my veins. To paraphrase Winston Churchill, I never felt an hour spent in the seat of an airplane (or bus, tuk-tuk, car, or bullet train) was an hour wasted. As a toddler I realized that a whole big world awaited every time our family locked the front door and piled into the station wagon for the Jersey shore (yes, that one, but before its reputation was compromised). Playing Risk on the living room floor introduced me to places with names like Madagascar and Siam. It wasn’t the game’s promise of world domination that enticed me, but the far reaches of a planet so big and exotic and rich with romance that it felt like make-believe to me.


My first true “aha!” moment happened when I was 15 and my parents agreed to let me visit a high school friend who lived with her family in Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic. I was too naïve at the time to grasp the importance of the beautiful and historically rich “City of Firsts.” (As the first colonial outpost in the Americas, Santo Domingo was the site of the first street, the first cathedral, the first fortress.) But there was no escaping the impact of my personal firsts: my first total immersion in a foreign language and culture, my first brush with salsa and merengue (their vibrant sound was everywhere), my first taste of avocados from the backyard tree, my first guitar lesson. My love and fascination for all things Latino was born during that formative and enlightening stay. I didn’t return to Santo Domingo until recently: It was like running into your first love, with all the dormant memories rushing back. Like me, the city had grown and changed and was almost unrecognizable. But it reminded me of how I had arrived—a wide-eyed innocent abroad—and left with a jolted curiosity that has been stuck in high gear ever since. As Herman Melville wrote in Moby Dick, I had “an everlasting itch for things remote.”


It is rare that I return to a place where I have already been: There are simply too many places I haven’t yet seen. When asked what my favorite trip was, I used to think it was the most recent, the one still the most vivid in my memory. But now I realize it is my next one. I always have a next one—or four—lined up before my suitcase is unpacked. I have been my own best customer, embracing the carpe-diem see-it-now spirit of 1,000 Places, and have spent the years since the book’s initial release in 2003 gathering more places to fill the pages of this edition. I’m sure I’ll upset a lot of people who found the first list overwhelming. Now here I am, with a revision that I consider an entirely new book. There are 200-some brand-new entries, including 28 countries new to this edition. Some of these nations had simply not been on my radar before (Ghana, Nicaragua, South Korea); others were still reeling from the early days of independence from the Soviet Union (Estonia, Ukraine, Slovakia) when I was writing the original book. At that point, they were poorly equipped to welcome tourism, but today they guarantee visits that are a revelation. And then there are the many destinations that space requirements forced me to leave out of the original book in countries already well represented—I half-jokingly said I would save them for a sequel. Well, here they are: the Mani Peninsula in Greece, Chile’s lake district, India’s Golden Temple of Amritsar, the stuck-in-time Pleasantville Shaker Village in Kentucky, and the Mendoza wine country in Argentina, among others.


Arriving at this revision’s final list of places was even more exciting and terrifying than with the original book—I mean, how many more opportunities was I going to have to get my Life List straight? To have carte blanche to compile an eclectic and all-encompassing list of far-flung gems like the man-made wonder of Petra and the overwhelming natural beauty of Patagonia, together with hedonistic beauties such as Brazil’s Trancoso and the inimitable Seychelles island of La Digue? Well, that was a challenge for sure, but a whole lot of fun as well. I followed my heart and my gut, aiming for a glorious compilation of places both grand and humble, iconic and unsung. Drawing from a lifetime of wandering, I had nurtured an internal meter along the way that set off an alert when I was approaching something of particular beauty and awe—sometimes heart-stopping in its impact (think of thundering Victoria Falls of Zambia and Zimbabwe or the remarkable Military Tattoo in the shadow of Edinburgh’s Castle), other times quietly and timelessly standing apart from the ordinary and waiting for our attention (the desolate and windblown Aran Islands off Ireland’s west coast or a sunset sail through the Mekong Delta before it empties into the South China Sea).


But this list is much more than just my visceral response to the planet and its wonders. The amount of research I do before each trip would surprise those who think that when you book your ticket, your work is done. I read everything I can get my hands on, and have never met a guidebook I didn’t like: There is always some tidbit or trivia that catches my fancy, and I enjoy the sense of excitement in the author’s words when sharing a discovery or secret—I hope you will hear the same in mine.


Before you do the math (how did I add 200-some new entries but still keep my original 1,000 favorites?), I should first explain that rethinking and reorganizing the book allowed me to open up new pages to fill with new adventures. I thoroughly deconstructed and then rewrote the wealth of information from the first 1,000 Places, creating a whole new tantalizing homage to the world’s bounty. Instead of featuring single locations as I had in the original, I have now merged two—and sometimes more—destinations into a single, more comprehensive piece, creating an embellished travel experience (in many cases a mini-itinerary). The original entries about gorgeous Shoal Bay Beach and the iconic hotels of Anguilla have become part of one entry that showcases the entire island: It is small enough to drive around in a day, and now you’ll know where to stop along the way.


This book is a grab bag of all those wonders, a glorious mix of the unfamiliar and the predictable, a reminder that even in this global age of a homogenizing world, there are still remarkable and wonderful things to behold. In each of these thousand places, I hope I have imbued that same simple sense of wonder—like that of my nieces’ Iceland odyssey or my journey to Santo Domingo when I first understood how far I could reach.


Who was it that said “You can’t have a narrow mind if you have a fat passport”? I think travel makes you a better person and a more aware global citizen. I know that I cherish it as a privilege and a gift—it lifts me up, lightens me, expands me. Most important, and most simply, travel brings us joy. So, what’s holding you back? If you’re waiting for a special occasion to make your next trip happen, then consider this: The day you get off the couch and head for the airport, that’s the special occasion.




_______________



How This Book Is Organized


For the purposes of this book, I’ve divided the world into eight regions, which are further subdivided geographically:


• Europe: Great Britain and Ireland, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Scandinavia


• Africa: North Africa, West Africa, East Africa and Southern Africa, the Islands of the Indian Ocean


• The Middle East


• Asia: East Asia; West, South, and Central Asia; Southeast Asia


• Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands


• The United States of America and Canada: Subdivided by state or province


• Latin America: Mexico and Central America, South America and Antarctica


• The Caribbean, the Bahamas, and Bermuda


Within these divisions, entries are further divided by country (see the table of contents for a quick reference), and within each country they’re organized alphabetically by region or town. If you’d like to learn about destinations by type of experience, visit www.1000places.com/indexes, where you’ll find 12 thematic indexes, including Gorgeous Beaches and Getaway Islands, Unrivaled Museums, and Sacred Places.


At the end of each entry is practical information that will help you in planning a trip—including telephone numbers, web addresses, and prices of the sites mentioned. But remember: Since travel information is always subject to change, you should confirm by phone or e-mail before you leave home.


How the Listings Are Organized


Here’s a run-through of the information you’ll see at the end of most of the entries.


Where


The distance of the site from a major city or airport.


Visitor Info


The official website of the region’s board of tourism.



Info and/or the Names of the Sites within the entry


The telephone and web address of the entry sites.


A note on phone numbers: All phone numbers in the book are listed with their country codes, so to call any of them from your home country, you simply have to dial your international access code (011 in the U.S. and Canada; 0011 in Australia; 00 in the U.K., Ireland, and New Zealand; etc.), then the listed number. U.S. and Canadian telephone numbers are listed without the country code; to call these countries from outside their borders, simply add the number “1” at the beginning, after dialing your international access code. In many countries, you must add a 0 before the local number when calling within the borders. (Naturally, you do not need to dial the country code in these instances.)


How


“How” includes information on recommended outfitters or operators who offer tours, treks, cruises, safaris, and other packages or customized travel to or within the destination.


Where to Stay


Hotels and inns listed under this head, though not discussed in the entry text, are good lodging recommendations located near the topic of the entry.


Cost


I’ve listed prices for all hotels, restaurants, and organized trips discussed in the entry, based on the following parameters:


Hotels: Listed hotel costs are per standard double room, unless noted otherwise. Where available, hotel entries include information for peak and off-peak seasons. Complimentary breakfasts are not mentioned. Remember that many hotels are flexible with their prices—sometimes extremely so—offering various discounts to keep occupancy high throughout the year. Always make sure to check for special promotions on the hotel website and/or ask about them by phone.


Some hotels and resorts (and many safari lodges and camps and eco-lodges) post rates that are per person based on double occupancy and include breakfast and dinner (and sometimes lunch). For these I have noted prices that are per person, inclusive. When more amenities are included, such as guided tours, use of recreational facilities, lectures, classes, etc., it’s noted as all-inclusive.


Trips/Treks/Excursions/Cruises: Trip costs are usually given in total, per person, based on double occupancy. They are noted as all-inclusive when accommodations, meals, land or water transportation, amenities, etc., are included. When these are only partially included, it’s noted as inclusive. Airfare is not included unless specifically stated.


Restaurants: Meal prices listed are per person and represent the approximate total cost of a three-course a la carte meal without wine. The price of a prix-fixe menu is given when it is the only offering or is particularly recommended. Costs are rarely given for bars, pubs, or cafés.


When


For the most part, “When” indicates seasonal closings. It will not appear if the establishment is open year-round, or if the seasonal closing is brief (less than 6 weeks). For package trips, “When” includes the months that the outfitter offers a particular trip.


In general, it’s wise to contact hotels, restaurants, and attractions if traveling during off-season months to confirm that they are open, and also to bear in mind peak season crowds or large local or cultural holidays when hotels at your destination may be full. The Bank Holidays of the World website (www.bank-holidays.com) maintains a worldwide database of public holidays during which you may encounter crowds or closures.


Best Times


For most entries, I’ve listed the best months to visit, taking into account weather, local festivals, sports and leisure opportunities, peak tourist crowds, and other significant events. When no “Best times” are listed, the reason is the place is “wonderful anytime.” For example, it is always a good time to visit the Louvre in Paris!



Travel Safety


This book represents travel opportunities in an ideal, peaceful world. However, that’s not the world we live in today. Travelers will generally be perfectly safe visiting most of the destinations discussed, but a few places may pose some risk, either currently or in the future. In fact, between the time this book was originally published and the most recent update, the travel safety statuses of a few destinations changed. You will notice that a few entries in the book—specifically, those in Syria and Yemen—are stamped with a “travel warning” symbol. When you see this symbol, take it as a sign that, at least at the time of publication, it may be better to read about the place than to actually visit it. For up-to-date information on whether it’s considered safe to travel somewhere, refer to the U.S. Department of State’s website, www.travel.state.gov.
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No matter where you’re going, before making plans, be sure to do your homework. The Department of State website also includes a general overview of each country, entry requirements for U.S. citizens, and information on health, safety, crime, and other travel issues.


The British Foreign & Commonwealth Office maintains similar information on its website, www.fco.gov.uk, in the “Travel and living abroad” section.


Travel Documents


In addition to a valid passport, many countries listed in this book require that foreign citizens obtain travel visas in advance of their trip. U.S. citizens can look online at www.travel.state.gov, which notes the documentation required for each country and provides a link to the country’s embassy. British citizens should go to www.fco.gov.uk.







Europe
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Great Britain and Ireland


________


Western Europe


________


Eastern Europe


________


Scandinavia
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Great Britain and Ireland
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Hallowed Seat of Academia


_______________


Cambridge University


Cambridgeshire, England


[image: Images]


The River Cam flows through the heart of the university.


Cambridge is one of Europe’s oldest centers of learning—with its first college founded in 1284—and one of the most prestigious as well. Its 31 colleges have produced alumni as varied as John Milton, Stephen Hawking, Iris Murdoch, Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin, and Oliver Cromwell, and it consistently ranks among the world’s top universities.


Greatest of all its historic sights is King’s College Chapel, called by Henry James “the most beautiful [chapel] in England.” Begun in 1441, it remains the country’s finest example of the late-Gothic English style known as Perpendicular. Rubens’s 17th-century Adoration of the Magi hangs behind the main altar, softly lit by vast 16th-century stained-glass windows beneath an awe-inspiring fan-vaulted ceiling. If you’re here on Christmas Eve and join the long line early, you may get to attend the much-loved Festival of Nine Carols and Lessons sung by a student choir, a tradition since 1918.


In spring and summer enjoy a classic view of the chapel from the Backs, the mile-long strip of emerald green lawns along the banks of the lovely River Cam, where “punting”—floating on a wooden, flat-bottomed boat slowly maneuvered by a pole—is a pastime not to be missed. Be sure to include a visit to the Fitzwilliam Museum, one of Britain’s oldest and finest public art museums. Its prize collection centers around 17th-century Dutch art, enriched with masterpieces by everyone from Titian and Michelangelo to the French Impressionists.


Wander down the town’s narrow lanes lined with cluttered bookstores, historic inns, and pubs, and quench your thirst at the Eagle, where students have been propping up the bar for centuries. Then retire to the nearby Hotel du Vin, a stylish, modern lodging option in a medieval former university building, today well known for its classic bistro. Or leave the city behind and stay at the Hotel Felix, a large Victorian manse about a mile from the town center, with sleek contemporary rooms and an excellent restaurant.


Where: 55 miles/88 km north of London. Visitor info: www.visitcambridge.org. Fitzwilliam Museum: Tel 44/1223-332900; www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk. Hotel du Vin: Tel 44/1223-227-330; www.hotelduvin.com. Cost: from $275; dinner $45. Hotel Felix: Tel 44/1223-277-977; www.hotelfelix.co.uk. Cost: from $340; dinner $50. Best time: May–Sep for nicest weather.
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A Walled City and Architectural Feast



_______________


Chester


Cheshire, England


The city of Chester boasts a broad and intriguing cross-section of English history stretching back more than 2,000 years. It was important in Roman times (the remains of the country’s largest amphitheater are here), then again in the Middle Ages, and once more during an 18th-century revival that inspired author James Boswell to write in 1779: “It pleases me more than any town I ever saw.” Chester still has much to show for its historical heydays. A well-preserved fortified wall, constructed during the Roman period and rebuilt over the following centuries, surrounds much of the city. Its ramparts are topped by a 2-mile footpath, providing a lovely vantage point on the pinkish red sandstone tower and spires of the medieval cathedral and passing the 19th-century Eastgate, where Chester’s famous wrought-iron clock tower proudly stands.


Within the walls is one of England’s best collections of half-timbered buildings, some of their façades a riot of black-and-white patterns. Especially famous are the Rows: highly decorated two-story buildings with connecting walkways above street level. After a day full of history and architecture, repair to the serenity of the city’s premier hotel, the Chester Grosvenor. This Tudor-style building in the heart of the historic neighborhood is owned by the Duke of Westminster’s Grosvenor Estate and traces its origins to the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Its sophisticated Simon Radley restaurant, named after its noted chef, is one of the finest in the region. If you prefer relaxing away from the center’s bustle, the Stone Villa, in the neighborhood of Hoole, is a friendly ten-room guesthouse with a professional and welcoming staff. It is less than a mile from the historic sites, a pleasant 15-minute walk.


Where: 207 miles/333 km northwest of London. Chester Grosvenor: Tel 44/1244-324-024; www.chestergrosvenor.com. Cost: from $300; dinner $120. Stone Villa: Tel 44/1244-345-014; www.stonevillachester.co.uk. Cost: from $115. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; Jul (typically) for the classical Summer Music Festival.
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Treasures at the End of the Earth


_______________


Land’s End


Cornwall, England
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St. Michael’s Mount is dedicated to the archangel of the same name, who is said to have appeared here in a vision in the year 495.


Land’s End is the far southwestern tip of the English mainland, where the country plunges over sheer cliffs and into the Atlantic. Once the ancient kingdom of Kernow, now the county of Cornwall, this timeless landscape is rich in history and atmosphere. Once upon a time, a lonely pub called the First-and-Last Inn stood here; now there’s a theme park, but the natural scenery never fails to be awe-inspiring.


A few miles east is the fantastical castle-topped island of St. Michael’s Mount, attached to the mainland by nothing more than a cobbled causeway that’s covered at high tide. It was originally created in 1135 as a sister abbey to the more famous Mont St-Michel across the English Channel in Normandy (see here). The arduous climb to the top, rising 250 feet from the sea, is well worth it for the dazzling views. Nearby, on the mainland, is Penzance, the westernmost town in England, a workaday port famous as the home of Gilbert and Sullivan’s singing pirates. Hidden away in a narrow lane is the Abbey Hotel, a historic building that 1960s supermodel Jean Shrimpton turned into one of the most eclectic and charming private residences around (it is available to be rented out). For more history, plus a pint of Cornish ale, visit the Turk’s Head, an old pub in the center of town, famously damaged—along with much of old Penzance—during a Spanish invasion in 1595, but thriving today.


Ferries leave from Penzance for the Isles of Scilly, a group of 100-plus mostly uninhabited rocky islands. Warmed by the Gulf Stream, they feature unspoiled beaches, exotic palms, and swarms of rare sea birds. You’ll even find world-famous subtropical gardens on the island of Tresco. West of Tresco is Bryher Island, the smallest of the archipelago’s five inhabited islands and the idyllic Hell Bay Hotel.


Northeast of Land’s End is the little holiday resort and harbor town of St. Ives, where an almost Mediterranean quality of light has attracted artists for many years. A Cubist tumble of well-kept white cottages overlooks a bay, and art galleries and artisans’ shops line the narrow streets. London’s Tate Gallery has an offshoot here in a handsome rotunda above the sea.


Nearby is the Barbara Hepworth Museum and Sculpture Garden, studio and home of St. Ives’s leading artist, who, together with her husband, painter Ben Nicholson, helped establish this port town as a haven for avant-garde and abstract artists in the 1930s. After browsing the galleries or riding the surf, relax at one of St. Ives’s best hotels, Primrose Valley, a delightfully stylish, friendly option on the seafront.


Where: 332 miles/534 km southwest of London. St. Michael’s Mount: www.stmichaelsmount.co.uk. Abbey Hotel: Tel 44/1736-366-906. Hell Bay Hotel: Tel 44/1720-422-947; www.hellbay.co.uk. Cost: from $375, inclusive. Tate St. Ives: Tel 44/1736-796-226; www.tate.org.uk/stives. Primrose Valley Hotel: Tel 44/1736-794-939; www.primroseonline.co.uk. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $175 (peak). Best times: Apr–Oct for best weather; Sep for St. Ives September Festival for music and art.
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Tropical Air and Mediterranean Flavors


_______________


Padstow and St. Mawes


Cornwall, England


On the ruggedly beautiful north coast of Cornwall is the friendly port of Padstow. This is one of the region’s oldest towns, founded in the 6th century and quaint enough to attract those en route to Land’s End (see here). But most visitors come explicitly to dine at the Seafood Restaurant, a light, airy, plant-filled restaurant housed in a former quayside grain warehouse. Diners thrill to classic dishes (grilled Dover sole, local oysters) and imaginative adaptations (a light bouillabaisse, seafood ravioli) alike. Chef-owner, author, BBC food-series personality, and pioneering seafood guru Rick Stein is perhaps best known for his signature fruits de mer plate, handpicked off the trawlers bobbing outside. Devotees can stay overnight in rooms above the restaurant or at one of Stein’s other stylish and comfortable accommodations in town.


Another wondrous example of nature’s bounty can be enjoyed about 15 miles south of Padstow at the Eden Project, where two giant greenhouses (the largest in the world) form a unique oasis of trees and plants. Conceived in the 1990s by Tim Smit, the project was completed in 2001, and today it is one of the most visited sites in the region. The larger is the moist, tropical biome, where palms and giant bamboo grow as well as commercial crops such as bananas, coffee, and rubber. Raised wooden walkways take visitors past a plunging waterfall. Next door, the Mediterranean biome is warm and dry, with plants that thrive in more arid conditions, including olive trees and grape vines.


An easy half-hour drive along the Cornish Riviera leads to the picturesque fishing village of St. Mawes and the Hotel Tresanton. Here, Olga Polizzi (scion of England’s most famous hotel dynasty, the Fortes) has created a boutique hotel above the sea with breezy terraces, gorgeous views, and a simple but superb restaurant specializing in local ingredients with hints of Spanish and Italian influence.


Where: 250 miles/400 km southwest of London. The Seafood Restaurant: Tel 44/1841-532-700; www.rickstein.com. Cost: from $190; dinner $90. Eden Project: Tel 44/1726-811-911; www.edenproject.com. Hotel Tresanton: Tel 44/1326-270-055; www.tresanton.com. Cost: from $400; dinner $60. Best time: Apr–Oct for finest weather.
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The “Palace of the Peak” in the Heart of England


_______________


Chatsworth House


Bakewell, Derbyshire, England
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A team of 18 gardeners works to maintain Chatsworth House’s historic grounds, with the help of some four-legged friends.


Of the many historic “Stately Homes” and “Great Houses” enriching England’s countryside, Chatsworth is one of the most impressive. The centuries-old seat of the dukes of Devonshire, this Baroque palace was built in the late 17th century and has some 300 rooms, the most spectacular of which are open to the public. Lavish state apartments are decorated with a wealth of treasures, and the chapel features one of the finest Baroque interiors in all of England. The prodigious art collection includes paintings by such masters as Tintoretto, Veronese, and Rembrandt, enhanced with more contemporary works, including portraits by Lucian Freud.


Alongside the house is a 100-acre garden landscaped by the famed Lancelot “Capability” Brown in the 1760s; a century later, the equally esteemed Joseph Paxton transformed it into one of the most celebrated gardens in all of Europe. A highlight is the stepped Cascade waterfall along with the seasonally changing display of contemporary sculptures. Surrounding the property are another thousand acres of parkland, where herds of deer graze on the grassy plain by the river, and a steep wooded hillside provides the backdrop.


Beyond the manicured Chatsworth lies a very different landscape: the craggy moors and limestone dales of the Peak District, England’s oldest national park. The little market town of Bakewell lies just a few miles away; it is famous across England as the birthplace of the Bakewell Pudding. Every local tearoom and bakery claims to make the best, but start your quest at the Old Original Bakewell Pudding Shop to sample the goods eaten hot, with custard or cream, or choose among the various renditions if you’re in town for the busy outdoor market on Monday.


Where: 150 miles/241 km north of London. Tel 44/1246-565-300; www.chatsworth.org. Old Original Bakewell Pudding Shop: Tel 44/1629-812-193; www.bakewellpuddingshop.co.uk. Best times: May and Sep for the gardens; Mon for market day in Bakewell.
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Luxurious Stays in Romantic Countryside


_______________


Dartmoor


Devon, England


England’s Southwest Peninsula—and especially the county of Devon—is renowned as a green and lush destination. Fertile conditions and a long farming heritage explain why it’s the home of Devon cream and the sacrosanct tradition of sitting down to a Devonshire tea. At the center of this bucolic idyll, though, lies a very different landscape: the high hills and rocky outcrops of Dartmoor, with 368 square miles of countryside protected as one of England’s many national parks. Surrounding its wild, dramatic moors are delightful wooded valleys, where streams and rivers meander along or plunge over waterfalls. A maze of footpaths is perfect for strolls or more energetic hikes. Other activities include excellent trout fishing and visiting Dartmoor’s famous country houses and gardens.


Chagford is a good base for exploring the park. It is also where you’ll find the secluded and elegant Gidleigh Park, a Tudor-style mansion built in 1928 on over 100 magnificent acres. From the terraced patio, guests hear only the rushing waters of the North Teign River. Gidleigh Park is also one of the country’s finest eating establishments, with chef Michael Caines at the helm since 1994 and featuring an unrivaled wine cellar.


Anglers revere the Arundell Arms, an old coach inn, just to the west of Dartmoor in the village of Lifton. It has been a premier fishing hotel for more than half a century, with 20 miles of private access to the River Tamar, one of the best salmon rivers in England and home to wild brown trout and sea trout too. Exceptional cuisine and delightful accommodations add to the experience, making the Arundell Arms a standout among a vanishing breed of well-heeled sporting hotels.


Or exchange river for sea: Head south of Dartmoor to the coast and the Burgh Island Hotel, a romantic Art Deco retreat that conjures up the Jazz Age, located on its own 26-acre private island off the southern coast of Devon (the closest mainland village is Bigbury-on-Sea). It holds a special place in history too: The Duke of Windsor and Wallis Simpson escaped the attention of the world here, Noël Coward sipped gin cocktails at the bar, and Agatha Christie (who was born in Devon) wrote And Then There Were None during a visit in the early 1930s.


Where: 230 miles/384 km southwest of London. Visitor info: www.dartmoor.co.uk. Gidleigh Park: Tel 44/1647-432-367; www.gidleigh.com. Cost: from $445; dinner $185. Arundell Arms: Tel 44/1566-784-666; www.arundellarms.com. Cost: from $280. Burgh Island Hotel: Tel 44/1548-810-514; www.burghisland.com. Cost: from $500, inclusive. Best times: Apr–Sep; May for wildflowers; Aug for heather on the moor turning purple.
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Where the Moors Meet the Sea


_______________


Exmoor


Devon and Somerset, England


In a beautiful corner of the West Country, where Somerset becomes Devon, sits the dramatic and romantic landscape of Exmoor National Park. On the high hills, bare of trees, are the remains of Bronze Age settlements, while streams and rivers cut steep-sided valleys down to the sea—most famously, the boulder-scattered Valley of the Rocks.


Just north of the Valley of the Rocks, the rolling hills suddenly meet the sea at the Bristol Channel, with Wales beyond. The landscape is cut as if by a giant knife, with cliffs plummeting to the surf below. Tucked into a bay are the twin Victorian towns of Lynmouth and Lynton, linked by a century-old funicular railway, which uses cables and the power of water to carry passengers up and down the steep cliff face. Near the harbor is the Rising Sun, a 14th-century smugglers’ inn of crooked beams, uneven floors, and thick walls. Percy Bysshe Shelley supposedly chose the inn’s private thatch-roofed cottage for his honeymoon with his first wife, Harriet, in 1812; it is a cozy refuge with a four-poster bed, lovely views of the quaint little harbor and its bobbing boats, and “a climate so mild,” wrote Shelley, “that myrtles of immense size twine up our cottage, and roses bloom in the open air in winter.” From here myriad footpaths make the perfect starting point for inland forays onto the sweeping moors of the national park; the coastal path will take you to the sheer face of Countisbury Cliffs, which at 1,200 feet are the highest in England. Enjoy bracing sea winds and breathtaking scenery before ambling back “home” to the lovely Rising Sun, whose smiling staff and warm fireplace make the restaurant’s freshly caught salmon and lobster taste extra scrumptious.


Where: 200 miles/320 km southwest of London. Visitor info: www.visit-exmoor.co.uk. The Rising Sun Hotel: Tel 44/1598-753-223; www.risingsunlynmouth.co.uk. Cost: from $240; dinner $35. Best time: Sep–Nov for heather at its most beautiful.
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The European Circuit’s Summertime Standout


_______________


Glyndebourne Festival


Lewes, East Sussex, England


For true opera fans, summer in Europe remains sacred, with no lovelier setting than at the renowned Glyndebourne Festival, amid the green hills of the Sussex Downs. The cream of British society has been flocking here since 1934, to a grand country estate whose small but charming old opera house was replaced in 1994 by a much larger, modern theater with excellent acoustics. Even skeptical old-timers love the new building, and more seating means tickets are somewhat less difficult to come by. Serious aficionados know they’ll find world-class standards in the festival’s innovative repertoire, which offers a little of everything for everyone, performed by international artists both established and emerging. The festival also provides the social season’s highlight: the ritual evening picnic enjoyed on a garden-framed lawn that stretches before the graceful neo-Elizabethan manor, private home of the festival founder’s son. Sheep and cows graze within sight while musicians tune up in the background.


To get there, hop on the train from London for the one-hour trip to the charming country town of Lewes, from which Glyndebourne is just 3 miles by taxi. Or book a room at one of the many small historic hotels in Lewes, such as the Shelleys (formerly in the family of poet Percy Bysshe Shelley), a polished favorite located in a 1588 town house on the main street. The hotel’s garden offers views of the Sussex Downs, while the restaurant serves award-winning food in a relaxed and traditional setting.


The 400-year-old creeper-covered Gravetye Manor, a 20-mile drive out of town, is the perfect luxurious match for Glyndebourne. It is one of the oldest baronial manors in Sussex, filled with comfortable furniture and surrounded by famously gorgeous gardens. It also has one of the area’s best chefs (who packs a fantastic gourmet picnic hamper for the opera).


Where: 55 miles/88 km south of London. Tel 44/1273-813-813; www.glyndebourne.com. Cost: tickets $25—$400. When: late May–Aug. The Shelleys: Tel 44/1273-472-361; www.the-shelleys.co.uk. Cost: from $210; dinner $55. Gravetye Manor: Tel 44/1342810-567; www.gravetyemanor.co.uk. Cost: from $380; dinner $65.
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Timeless Tableau of the English Countryside


_______________


The Cotswolds


Gloucestershire, Worcestershire, and Oxfordshire, England
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Turrets and gargoyles grace Broadway Tower.


The Cotswolds is the quintessence of rural England, stretching about 100 miles between Bath and Stratford-upon-Avon (see here and here) and marked on its western side by a steep slope called the Cotswold Edge. Sheep graze in the fields, as they have for centuries; wool was the key commodity here in the Middle Ages, and almost every once-prosperous town in the region has a Sheep Street and an impressive church or cathedral built with the industry’s profits. Most of the villages are constructed from the local honey-colored stone and have preserved their character despite being unabashedly devoted to tourism.


At the northern end of the hills sits pristine Chipping Campden, with its showpiece main street and famous 10-acre Hidcote Gardens. Nearby is the deservedly popular village of Broadway, its architecturally striking High Street lined with antiques stores. Removed from Broadway’s hubbub, Buckland Manor hotel is a former Elizabethan home that is surprisingly unfussy despite a superb dinner elegantly served amid silver domes and candlelight. It’s a 3-mile hike to Broadway Tower, the highest point around and a favorite picnic spot.


Continue south, to the towns of Stow-on-the-Wold, Moreton-in-Marsh, and Bourton-on-the-Water sitting astride the Fosse Way, an ancient Roman road. Like Broadway, Stow is famous for its antiques shops, while Bourton’s streams have earned it the nickname “the Venice of the Cotswolds.” The nearby village of Bibury was chosen by William Morris, father of the Arts and Crafts Movement, as the most beautiful in England.


The Cotswolds is a prime area for walkers, whether they seek gentle riverside strolls or more serious hikes. One of the most popular long-distance trails is the Cotswold Way, a clearly marked path along the crest of the Cotswold Edge from Bath to Chipping Campden. The whole 102-mile route is usually completed in 7 to 10 days, with hikers lodging at comfortable inns or B&Bs along the way; for a shorter trek, follow the beautiful section of path north of Winchcombe.


A more relaxing tour lets you saunter along the tranquil valleys of the rivers Colne or Windrush. On the banks of the latter, the old market town of Burford offers another enticing place to stay: the 15th-century inn The Lamb, with traditionally decorated rooms and a great restaurant. Top off your tour of this region with a stay in the spa town of Cheltenham (just to the west of the Cotswolds), with its beautiful Regency-era Promenade, gardens, and famous horse-racing festival.


Where: 140 miles/225 km from London. Buckland Manor: Tel 44/1386-852-626; www.bucklandmanor.co.uk. Cost: from $300; dinner $75. The Lamb: Tel 44/1993-823-155; www.cotswold-inns-hotels.co.uk. Cost: from $260; dinner $65. Best times: May–Oct for nice weather and numerous town fairs; Mar for the Cheltenham Festival, which includes the Gold Cup horse race.
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Queens of the High Seas


_______________


Cunard’s Cruise Liners


Southampton, Hampshire, England


In 1840, Samuel Cunard secured the first contract to carry mail by steamship between Britain and America, and to this day the cruise line that bears his name remains the most recognized in the world. The first ships were paddle steamers, the fastest vessels of their time, serving the route from Liverpool in England to Halifax and Boston in North America. In the early years of the 20th century, Cunard’s flagships on the transatlantic route were the Mauretania and the Lusitania, the latter tragically sunk at the outset of World War I.


By the 1960s, though airplanes were taking over transatlantic travel, Cunard’s flagship was the Queen Elizabeth 2 (usually shortened to QE2), a classic ocean liner built specifically for the North Atlantic passage. For more than 30 years the QE2 was the only ship sailing that route on a regular schedule. Carrying about 1,800 passengers, she was the epitome of luxury, strength, and speed in an age of jetliners and more prosaic cruise ships, delivering an old-fashioned Atlantic crossing filled with white-glove service, informal lectures, a preponderance of eating options, idle hours in the top-drawer spa or library, and much gazing out over the rail at the high seas.


In 2003, QE2 sailed her last transatlantic voyage, replaced by her younger—but much larger and more luxurious—sibling Queen Mary 2. The Queen Victoria joined the fleet in 2007, and a brand-new Queen Elizabeth followed in 2010. The three Cunard Queens cruise the world from the Caribbean to the Baltic, while the Queen Mary 2 continues the original Cunard legacy as the only ship to consistently ply the historic transatlantic route between Southampton and New York on a regular schedule.


Where: westbound departures from Southampton, 80 miles/130 km southwest of London. Eastbound departures from Brooklyn, NY. In England, tel 0845-3565-555; www.cunard.co.uk; in the U.S., tel 800-728-6273; www.cunard.com. Cost: 7-night transatlantic crossings on the QM2, from $999. When: year-round Cunard itineraries; Apr–Nov for transatlantic crossings on the QM2.
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A Medieval Wonder That Still Surprises


_______________


Winchester Cathedral


Winchester, Hampshire, England
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The interior contains original medieval tiles and wall paintings.


Work first began on Winchester Cathedral in 1079, on the site of an even older Saxon church, to create what would be the longest cathedral in existence (526 feet), famous as well for its soaring 12-bay nave. The surrounding city of Winchester, which still feels like a market town, is even older than the cathedral. As capital of the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Wessex and the seat of legendary King Alfred the Great, Winchester was a major religious, political, and commercial center in the 9th century. Be sure to visit the Great Hall, another medieval masterpiece in town, where King Arthur’s iconic Round Table is displayed, a potent centerpiece of English mythology and literature.


While slightly austere on the outside, the cathedral has a grand and awe-inspiring interior. Lovers of classic English literature can pay a visit to the tomb of novelist Jane Austen (1775–1817) in a quiet corner of the church. They may combine a Winchester excursion with a visit to Chawton Cottage, her pleasant country home 15 miles west of town. Now the Jane Austen’s House Museum, this is where many of her greatest works—including Emma and Persuasion—were penned. Victorian author Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) hailed from the neighboring county of Dorset and also mined this bucolic area for literary inspiration. He revived the historic name of Wessex in works such as The Return of the Native and Far from the Madding Crowd and renamed many local towns and cities—Dorchester became “Casterbridge” and Winchester “Wintoncester,” where Tess (as in Tess of the d’Urbervilles) was executed.


Walkers can get a taste of the landscape by following the South Downs Way from Winchester eastward toward Beacon Hill or the village of Exton. For more of a challenge, follow this national trail 107 miles, all the way to Eastbourne in Sussex and the famous white cliffs of the Seven Sisters.


You’d do well to check into Lainston House Hotel, a stately old redbrick mansion dating from 1683, set among fabulous gardens and famously featuring a mile-long avenue of lime trees. The food and service are the principal draws, while the atmosphere is relaxed and inspiring, with log fires in winter and croquet on the lawn in summer.


Where: 72 miles/116 km southwest of London. Visitor info: www.winchester-cathedral.org.uk. Jane Austen’s House: Tel 44/1420-83262; www.jane-austens-house-museum.org.uk. Lainston House Hotel: Tel 44/1962-776-088; www.lainstonhouse.com. Cost: from $265; dinner $90. Best times: 2nd and last Sun of every month for market.
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A Retreat for Royal R&R


_______________


Osborne House


Isle of Wight, England


The Isle of Wight lies off the southern coast of England, a short ferry ride from the major ports of Southampton and Portsmouth, or, more scenically, from the little harbor town of Lymington. The island’s name is derived from Vectis, the name given to it by the Romans when they settled here some 2,000 years ago. In the 19th century, Charles Dickens was drawn to its sandy beaches and dramatic cliffs, while another man of letters, poet Alfred Lord Tennyson, spent time strolling the hills overlooking the sea.


A compact 23 by 13 miles, it is a favorite summer destination of the British. Its most visited site is Osborne House, the cherished home of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert that was constructed at Victoria’s own expense as a seaside retreat in 1845. It was here that they managed to leave royal responsibilities behind, enjoying long walks and informal family dinners with their nine children. Grief-stricken at Albert’s death in 1861 at the age of 42, Victoria requested that everything remain exactly as it had been in his final days. Family mementos fill the bedroom where the queen died in 1901.


A few miles south of Osborne House is the island’s capital, Newport, and 11th-century Carisbrooke Castle. The best-preserved Norman castle in the country, it provides spectacular views for those who climb to the top of the keep. A less enthusiastic visitor, Charles I, was held hostage here by Oliver Cromwell in 1647 pending execution: His attempt to escape was foiled when he got stuck between the iron window bars.


The island is crisscrossed with hiking trails, including the 67-mile Coastal Path, which encircles the island. A favorite section crosses Tennyson Down, past a monument celebrating the poet, then continues to the western tip of the island for outstanding views of the Needles, three offshore rock pinnacles battered by the waves of the English Channel.


If you cross to the island from the New Forest (see here) via the Lymington ferry, stop at the George Hotel in the historic town of Yarmouth. Dating from 1764, it is known for its traditional ambience, waterfront location, and the fine Brasserie restaurant, making this old inn a popular choice.


Where: 90 miles/145 km southwest of London. Visitor info: www.islandbreaks.co.uk. Osborne House: Tel 44/1983-200-022; www.english-heritage.org.uk. George Hotel: Tel 44/1983-760-331; www.thegeorge.co.uk. Cost: from $315; dinner $70. Best time: early Aug for the yachting festival Cowes Week.
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The Mother Church of the Anglican World


_______________


Canterbury Cathedral


Canterbury, Kent, England
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Stained-glass panels depict biblical figures.


The seat of the Anglican Church, Canterbury Cathedral is one of the most beautiful in all of England, and also among the country’s holiest pilgrimage sites, thanks to a seminal incident in British history that took place here in 1170: Archbishop Thomas Becket was cruelly murdered in the cathedral by four knights allegedly following the orders of King Henry II. Becket was canonized 3 years later, while a repentant Henry established the cathedral as the center of English Christianity.


The surrounding city of Canterbury, located on the main route from London to the English Channel port of Dover, was already an important town in ancient Roman times. It gained further favor when, in A.D. 597, St. Augustine was sent by Pope Gregory the Great to convert the heathen Anglo-Saxons to Christianity; St. Augustine established Canterbury as his base, and became first Archbishop of Canterbury. Canterbury’s importance as a religious center was then immortalized by the great 14th-century English poet Geoffrey Chaucer in his epic poem The Canterbury Tales, told by a group of pilgrims traveling from London to St. Thomas Becket’s shrine.


Much of Canterbury was destroyed during a 1942 World War II air raid, but the cathedral remained largely unscathed, including its outstanding 12th- and 13th-century stained-glass windows, which locals temporarily removed for safekeeping. The most important are considered to be the Great West Window, the Bible Windows, and the suitably named Miracle Windows, while the spot where Becket died is now marked by a solitary candle.


Many modern-day pilgrims come to Canterbury by train as a day trip from London. Others spend the night at the Abode Canterbury, a boutique hotel very near the cathedral, offering contemporary luxury in a building that dates back to the 16th century. Day-trippers should at least linger for a meal at the excellent hotel restaurant under the supervision of the acclaimed chef Michael Caines before catching the last train back to London.


Where: 56 miles/90 km southeast of London. www.canterbury-cathedral.org. Abode Canterbury: Tel 44/1227-766-266. www.abodecanterbury.co.uk/canterbury. Cost: from $150; dinner $60. Best times: Sat–Sun, 2:30 P.M. and Mon–Fri, 3:30 P.M. for Evensong.
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A Magnificent Pile of Medieval Origin


_______________


Leeds Castle


Maidstone, Kent, England


Like a lady of the lake, Leeds Castle appears as if a mirage, its buff-colored stone and crenellated towers reflected in the distinctive waters of the ornamental pond and moat. Described by historian Lord Conway as the loveliest castle in the world, it is historically noteworthy as well as visually striking. Construction began in the 12th century (replacing a wooden structure built in the 9th century), when the site was known as Esledes. It was much loved as a royal residence, not unlike Balmoral today (see here), from 1278, when it was given to Edward I by a wealthy courtier seeking favor. Henry VIII enjoyed spending time here, and he invested much effort and money in expanding and redecorating it to look more like a royal palace and less like a military fortress. For many years it was a dower castle: six queens called it their favorite residence. Its lake-like moat is unlike any other castle setting in England.


The castle stands at the heart of 500 acres of gardens and parkland that are perfect for country walks; it includes an aviary opened in 1988 that is considered one of the best in the country. Then there is the unlikely Dog Collar Museum (dogs once played an important role in guarding the grounds): It sounds like an oddity but winds up being a highlight for many visitors. The collection spans a period of 400 years, and some of the collars are veritable works of art.


Where: 40 miles/64 km southeast of London (not to be confused with the city of Leeds in Yorkshire, in northern England). Tel 44/1622-765-400; www.leeds-castle.com. Best time: Apr–Jun for the gardens.
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Eden on London’s Doorstep


_______________


Sissinghurst Castle Garden


Sissinghurst, Kent, England
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Sissinghurst’s Elizabethan tower rises above the flora.


Situated southeast of London, the wealthy and fertile county of Kent lives up to its affectionate nickname of “The Garden of England.” The most renowned gardens in this “Garden”—and some of the most beloved in a nation besotted with them—are found at Sissinghurst. Vita Sackville-West—Bloomsbury writer and famed eccentric—added “inspired gardener” to her list of talents in the 1930s when she spectacularly transformed the grounds around the house where she lived with her diplomat husband Harold Nicolson with a series of gardens within gardens, each one based on a family of plants or a single color.


Most famous, and imitated around the globe to this day, is her White Garden, which reaches its zenith in June. Nearby, the Rose Garden, whose old Bourbon, centifolia, and moss varieties are world renowned, bursts forth in June and July, while the Cottage Garden, a riot of red, yellow, and orange flowers, is at its best in the fall. Despite the many visitors who take advantage of Sissinghurst’s relative proximity to London, the gardens are still an oasis of serenity and beauty. Little remains of the original “castle,” in reality an Elizabethan manor house, but the standing ruins—including a gateway flanked by a pair of towers—add a touch of atmosphere, while the parkland surrounding the gardens is perfect for sylvan strolls.


If time allows for a detour within Kent, head 10 miles south to Knole House, a castellated stately home dating from 1456. For much of the 18th and 19th century, a small part of the 365-room house served as the residence of the Sackville family, and the remaining chambers—containing decorations, furniture, and works of art little changed over 300 yearsaare the highlight of a visit today.


Where: near Cranbrook, which is 53 miles/85 km southeast of London. Tel 44/1580-710-700; www.nationaltrust.org.uk. When: estate year-round; garden mid-Mar–Oct. Knole House: Tel 44/1732-462-100; www.nationaltrust.org.uk. When: house Mar–Oct; garden Apr–Sep. Best time: Jun–Jul for most gardens, though every month holds its beauty.
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Glorious Walking and Delicious Repasts


_______________


The Lake District


Lancashire and Cumbria, England
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Long and narrow, Windermere is a ribbon lake.


The poet William Wordsworth described England’s Lake District as “the loveliest spot that man has ever known.” It is at once pastoral and wild, graced with some 15 principal lakes and dozens of lesser ones, with high mountains (including England’s highest summit, the 3,210-foot Scafell Pike), steep-sided “fells” (hills), and grazing sheep everywhere in between. The 880-square-mile region is protected as a national park and is a favorite with hikers. The 70-mile Cumbria Way unfurls across the heart of the district, and there are countless shorter options, from lakeside strolls to hardy hilltop hikes. Immortalized on canvas and in literature, the land was the birthplace of English Romanticism.


The best-known lake in the region, as well as the largest in the country and the southern gateway to the area, is Windermere, a glistening sliver of water some 10 miles long nestled between the hills and mountains. Its shores, especially around the town of Bowness-on-Windermere, have been a popular holiday destination since the arrival of the railway in Victorian times.


The village of Grasmere is where Wordsworth lived with his wife and sister at Dove Cottage, built in the 17th century and now a museum. The poet laureate was buried here in 1850 in the graveyard of the village church. To enjoy Grasmere’s romantic atmosphere in the late afternoon or evening, stay at Heidi’s Grasmere Lodge, a grand Victorian house in the center of the village, with just six modern and well-appointed rooms.


Further on is Ullswater, which Wordsworth described as “perhaps . . . the happiest combination of beauty and grandeur, which any of the lakes affords,” and where he beheld his famous “host of golden daffodils.” In summer, a restored 19th-century steamer plies the 9-mile length of the lake, the second largest in the district and one of the less developed.


On Ullswater’s relatively secluded eastern shore is Sharrow Bay Hotel, renowned for its exceptional views. Grand and historic, this 24-bedroom hotel has classic waterfront gardens, along with sumptuous teas and inspired dinners (desserts are a favorite tradition here), the finest service, and a welcoming ambience.


Where: Grasmere is 280 miles/451 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.golakes.co.uk. Dove Cottage & The Wordsworth Museum: Tel 44/15394-35544; www.wordsworth.org.uk. Heidi’s Grasmere Lodge: Tel 44/15394-35248; www.heidisgrasmerelodge.co.uk. Cost: from $125. Sharrow Bay Hotel: Tel 44/1768486301; www.sharrowbay.co.uk. Cost: from $240. Best times: Mar–Apr for Ullswater’s blooming daffodils; Apr–Jun for biggest variety of flowers; Jun–Aug for least rainfall; Aug for Lake District Summer Music festival; Sep–Oct for fall colors.
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“London is the epitome of our times and the Rome of today.”—Ralph Waldo Emerson



_______________


London


England


London claims to be the capital of 21st-century Europe, and most will agree; at times it feels like anything of any importance in art, music, and fashion starts, finishes, or is taking place here. But today’s London is not just a mecca for modernity: It remains very much a city of pomp and pageantry, where history and tradition are not only prized, they are integrated into daily life.




Top Attractions


British Museum—Unless you have a week to walk the 2 miles of corridors leading to many of the 7 million objects on display, head for the Elgin Marbles (which once decorated the Parthenon in Athens; see here), the Rosetta Stone, the Egyptian mummies, the Samurai armor, and the Portland Vase. Or join one of the free eyeOpener tours, which focus on different areas of the museum’s collection: They last about 30 minutes and depart throughout the day. Info: Tel 44/20-7323-8000; www.britishmuseum.org.




Buckingham Palace—When the queen is away from her London residence and workplace from late July to September, parts of the 775-room landmark—including the Throne Room, the 155-foot-long Picture Gallery, and the magnificent Grand Staircase designed by architect John Nash for George IV—are open to the public. The Changing of the Guard takes place at 11:30 A.M. daily or on alternate days depending on the month. Info: Tel 44/20-7766-7300; www.royalcollection.org.uk.
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At Buckingham Palace, the Queen’s Guard, wearing red tunics and bearskin hats, is responsible for protecting the sovereign.




Hampton Court Place—A royal palace for more than two centuries, Hampton Court was home to Henry VIII and five of his six wives. Christopher Wren added extensions in the late 17th century, and the result is a delightful blend of Tudor and English Baroque architecture. The palace is surrounded by some 60 landscaped acres of gardens and a centuries-old maze of tall hedges—it takes 20 minutes on average to reach the center. Where: 13 miles/22 km southwest of London, in East Molesey, Surrey. Tel 44/203166-6000; www.hrp.org.uk.




Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens—At 350 acres, Hyde Park is London’s largest royal park and was once the favorite hunting ground of Henry VIII. Today it hosts open-air concerts, royal events, and, in summer, sunbathers and picnickers. Its most popular monument is the necklacelike Princess Diana Memorial Fountain. The Serpentine, an L-shaped lake, separates it from well-manicured Kensington Gardens, with Kensington Palace. Info: Tel 44/20-7298-2000; www.royalparks.org.uk.




London Eye—The world’s tallest Ferris wheel, offering views on a clear day some 25 miles in every direction, the Eye is London’s newest and most visible landmark. Ride in one of its 32 glass-enclosed gondolas that take a graceful half hour to complete a revolution. Info: Tel 44/871-781-3000; www.londoneye.com.




National Gallery—One of the world’s largest and best art collections, the National Gallery exhibits more than 2,000 works representing every major European school from the mid-13th through the 19th centuries. Free, centrally located, and on everyone’s short list, the gallery can be overwhelmingly crowded; the savvy visit on weekday mornings and on Friday evenings, when it stays open late. Info: Tel 44/20-7747-2885; www.nationalgallery.org.uk.




St. Paul’s Cathedral—This 17th-century masterpiece of Sir Christopher Wren (who, along with a host of other notables, is buried in its crypt) is located in the heart of the historic financial district known as the City. The great dome offers a wonderful 360-degree view of London; encircling its interior is the Whispering Gallery—watch what you say! Info: Tel 44/20-7236-4128; www.stpauls.co.uk.
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Prince Charles married Lady Diana Spencer at St. Paul’s Cathedral in 1981.




Tate Modern and Tate Britain—The Tate Modern, London’s largest repository of modern art, houses British and foreign works from 1900 to the present in a converted power station. It is especially known for its (often participatory) special exhibits in the enormous Turbine Hall. Its sister gallery, the Tate Britain, displays British classics dating back to the 16th century and hosts the annual (and usually controversial) Turner Prize in visual art. Info: Tel 44/20-7887-8000; www.tate.org.uk.




Tower of London—Begun in the 11th century by William the Conqueror, the Tower of London is actually a castle with assorted towers. It contains the Crown Jewels (including the 530-carat Star of Africa diamond, aka Cullinan I, and Queen Victoria’s Imperial State Crown, studded with more than 3,000 jewels), the macabre Scaffold Site (where Anne Boleyn was beheaded), and many other exhibits watched over by the colorful Beefeater Guards. Info: Tel 44/20-3166-6000; www.hrp.org.uk.




Victoria and Albert Museum—Opened in 1852, the largest decorative arts museum in the world exhibits objects from all corners of the globe. Among its treasures is the largest collection of Italian sculpture outside Italy and the superbly renovated Medieval and Renaissance Galleries as well as 15 galleries that pay tribute to 16th–19th century Britain. Info: Tel 44/20-7942-2000; www.vam.ac.uk.




Westminster Abbey—This English Gothic house of worship, administered directly by the Crown, has been the site of all but two British coronations since 1066. The Henry VII Lady Chapel, completed in 1509, is one of the loveliest in Europe. The world caught a glimpse of its beauty during the 2011 wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton. Poets’ Corner has monuments to, and/or the tombs of, Chaucer, Tennyson, Browning, and Dickens, among many others. A lovely way of visiting the abbey is to attend a service, in particular evensong at 5 P.M. on weekdays and 3 P.M. on the weekend. Info: Tel 44/20-7222-5152; www.westminster-abbey.org.





Other Must-Dos


A Night at the Theater—In the West End, 50-plus theaters promise some of the best and most varied theatergoing in the English-speaking world, be it serious drama or a rafter-rising musical. Shakespeare’s Globe is a faithful re-creation of the original 1599 Elizabethan theater, complete with thatched roof and productions staged as they were in the Bard’s lifetime. The Royal Shakespeare Company, based in Stratford-upon-Avon also performs at various theaters in London, while some of the city’s best contemporary theater is staged in a trio of modern auditoriums that make up the National Theatre. Info: www.londontheatre.co.uk. Shakespeare’s Globe: Tel 44/20-7902-1400; www.shakespearesglobe.org. Royal Shakespeare Company: Tel 0844/800-1110; www.rsc.org.uk. National Theatre: Tel 44/20-7452-3000; www.nationaltheatre.org.uk.




An Evening of Music—The church of St. Martin-in-the-Fields hosts classical music concerts, jazz sessions, and evensong in its elegant early-18th-century setting. From mid-July to mid-September, the beautiful Royal Albert Hall serves as the setting for the Promenade Concerts, aka the “Proms,” featuring orchestras from around the world: The Last Night of the Proms is a high note. A top venue for chamber music, Wigmore Hall is celebrated for its near-perfect acoustics, beautiful Art Nouveau décor, and great variety of concerts and recitals. St. Martin-in-the-Fields: Tel 44/20-7766-1100; www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org. Royal Albert Hall: Tel 44/20-7589-8212; www.royalalberthall.com. Wigmore Hall: Tel 44/20-7935-2141; www.wigmore-hall.org.uk.




British Library—Visit its treasure-laden John Ritblat Gallery for a close-up look at the original Magna Carta, Beowulf, Shakespeare’s First Folio, and lyrics to Beatles songs written on the back of a Lufthansa envelope. There is more than just writing: Lift one of the headsets in the gallery to hear such notables as James Joyce reading from Ulysses or Thomas Edison recording sound for the first time. Info: Tel 44/20-7412-7000; www.bl.uk.




Kew Gardens—London’s vast 300-acre indoor/outdoor Royal Botanic Gardens boast an estimated 38,000 species of plants as well as the world’s largest orchid collection and the Palm House and Temperate House conservatories. Within the gardens, 17th-century Kew Palace, favorite home-away-from-home for George III, has reopened its doors after almost a decade under renovation. Where: 8 miles/13 km southwest of London. Tel 44/20-8332-5000; www.rbgkew.org.uk.




National Portrait Gallery—The first museum in the world devoted to portraits when it opened in 1856, it is dedicated to collecting “the likenesses of famous British men and women,” from Hans Holbein the Younger’s Henry VIII portraits to Andy Warhol’s silkscreens of Mick Jagger and the queen. The ground floor shows contemporary personalities—from writers to actors to boy bands—in various mixed media. Info: Tel 44/300-061-2300; www.npg.org.uk.




Regent’s Park—The most classically beautiful and manicured of London’s parks, Regent’s Park was designed by John Nash as an estate with dozens of villas for the aristocracy. Today it offers some of London’s most beautiful flower gardens, hundreds of deck chairs for sunbathing (when the sun cooperates), and open-air Shakespeare at Queen Mary Gardens in summer. Info: Tel 44/20-7298-2000; www.royalparks.org.uk.




Shopping—Fortnum & Mason is the world’s most elite grocery store. Floris has been London’s leading perfumer and purveyor of toiletries since it opened in 1730. Turnbull and Asser is the place for bespoke shirts while Liberty sells its famous fine-patterned prints and fabrics (especially scarves) in unique Art Nouveau surroundings. As much a cultural experience as a shopping spree, Harrods is the king of department stores; its elaborate Food Halls sell “everything for everybody,” and the fourth floor’s Georgian Restaurant is where to go for afternoon tea. Or try the Fifth Floor Café of Harvey Nichols, London’s most fashionable department store, another good place to recharge. Fortnum & Mason: Tel 44/20-7734-8040; www.fortnumandmason.com. Floris: Tel 44/20-7930-2885; www.florislondon.com. Turnbull and Asser: Tel 44/877-293-8021; www.turnbullandasser.com. Liberty: Tel 44/20-7734-1234; www.liberty.co.uk. Harrods: Tel 44/20-7730-1234; www.harrods.com. Harvey Nichols: Tel 44/20-7235-5000; www.harveynichols.com.
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Harrods is the United Kingdom’s largest department store.




Hitting the Markets—In Notting Hill, Portobello Market is the granddaddy of all London street markets. Thousands of stalls sell antiques, collectibles, and vintage clothing, with Friday to Sunday the busiest days. On weekends Camden Market offers an unpredictable jumble of both junk and food (and the odd diamond in the rough). South of Tower Bridge, Bermondsey Market is a proper flea market, held every Friday, and scoured before dawn by dealers. Just south of London Bridge and known as “London’s Larder” since the 13th century, Borough Market is by far the city’s best food market. Portobello Market: www.portobellomarket.org. Camden Market: www.camdenlock.net. Bermondsey Market: www.bermondseysquare.co.uk/antiques.html. Borough Market: www.boroughmarket.org.uk.




Sir John Soane’s Museum—Hogarth originals and Piranesi drawings are part of an eccentric collection in the charmingly chaotic home of the 19th-century architect, famous for designing the Bank of England. Time your visit for the first Tuesday of the month when the interior is lit by candles. Info: Tel 44/20-7405-2107; www.soane.org.




Wallace Collection—Bequeathed to the nation by the widow of art connoisseur Sir Richard Wallace in 1897, this museum is housed in a lovely Italianate mansion and includes works by Titian, Rubens, Velázquez, and Gainsborough and the largest collection of English armor in the country. Info: Tel 44/20-7563-9500; www.wallacecollection.org.uk.




Special Events


On a Saturday in early or mid June, Trooping the Colour is the official celebration of the queen’s birthday, with all the queen’s horses and all the queen’s men departing from Buckingham Palace. For more tradition, head for the Royal Ascot Races, held in Berkshire in June, as famous for millinery finery and appearances by the royal family as for the races themselves (30 over a 5-day period). Held in late June–early July, the Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Championships is one of the tennis world’s most prestigious tournaments. And in a gardening-mad nation, the grand event of the season is the Olympics of gardening, a monumental 4-day horticultural orgy in May called the Chelsea Flower Show organized by the Royal Horticultural Society. Trooping the Colour: www.trooping-the-colour.co.uk. Royal Ascot Races: www.ascot.co.uk. Wimbledon Tennis Championship: www.wimbledon.com. Chelsea Flower Show: Tel 44/845-260-5000; www.rhs.org.uk.




Where to Stay


Aster House—This gem of a B&B in the heart of South Kensington wins hands down for its comfortable accommodations, consistently warm welcome, and delightful garden. Breakfast is served buffet style in the sunlit conservatory. Info: Tel 44/20-7581-5888; www.asterhouse.com. Cost: from $350.




Blakes—This classic South Kensington hostelry cobbled from five Victorian terrace houses sets the standard by which all other boutique hotels in London are judged. Expect daring color schemes, an opulent atmosphere, a who’s-who clientele, and top-drawer service. Info: Tel 44/20-7370-6701; www.blakeshotels.com. Cost: from $320 (off-peak), from $400 (peak).




Charlotte Street Hotel—London’s first and still favorite boutique hotel combines the best of contemporary English style, facilities, and extras. Its location north of Oxford St. in Fitzrovia means you’ll find lots of media and fashion types at its popular Oscar bar. Info: Tel 44/20-7806-2000; www.firmdalehotels.com. Cost: from $390.




Claridge’s—This bastion of tradition is so much a part of the old establishment, it functions as a kind of annex to Buckingham Palace, unflappably hosting heads of state, yet somehow it manages to be unstuffy. Come for afternoon tea or a port in the Art Deco Reading Room, or dine at celebrity chef Simon Rojan’s in-house restaurant Fera. Info: Tel 44/20-7629-8860; www.claridges.co.uk. Cost: from $675 (off-peak), from $775 (peak); dinner $80.




Connaught—With 90 luxuriously appointed rooms and suites, the Connaught is a “baby grand” hotel in size and home to French culinary star and media darling Hélène Darroze and her self-named restaurant. If you’ve never stayed at Buckingham Palace, stay (or dine) here for the next-best thing. Info: Tel 44/20-7499-7070; www.the-connaught.co.uk. Cost: from $800; dinner $150.




Portobello Hotel—The Portobello in Notting Hill has been a favorite with celebrities over the years, and you’ll either love or hate the quirky style and eccentric touches that reflect the nearby Portobello Market. A real plus is the popular in-house bar that is open till the very wee hours. Info: Tel 44/20-7727-2777; www.portobello-hotel.com. Cost: from $300.




Eating & Drinking


Afternoon Tea—Nowhere is Britain’s most sacrosanct daily custom performed with more reverence or flair than at the rococo Palm Court of the Ritz Hotel. Dainty finger sandwiches complement fresh-baked scones with homemade strawberry jam and clotted cream as well as an array of bite-size tea cakes and fancy pastries. Less formal but served at the very place where the tradition is said to have originated is tea at the Langham Hotel’s own splendid Palm Court. For style on a budget, you can’t beat a cuppa with all the trimmings at the Orangery, an 18th-century conservatory on the grounds of Kensington Palace. The Ritz London: Tel 44/20-7493-8181; www.theritzlondon.com. Cost: $80. Langham Hotel: Tel 44/20-7636-1000; http://london.langhamhotels.co.uk. Cost: $70. The Orangery: Tel 44/20-3166-6112; www.hrp.org.uk. Cost: $40.




Bibendum—This hot spot offers an eclectic, modern, consistently inventive menu served in Michelin House, an Art Nouveau masterpiece. The separate, very popular Bibendum Oyster Bar and Café are at street level amidst more splendid architecture. Info: Tel restaurant 44/20-7581-5817, oyster bar 44/20-7589-1480; www.bibendum.co.uk. Cost: restaurant $75, oyster bar $70, café $15.




Geales—A lot more posh now than when it opened in Notting Hill on the eve of World War II, this neighborhood place is still one of the city’s best bets for fish-and-chips, though the menu now includes other fare like fish pie and even steak. Info: Tel 44/20-7727-7528; www.geales.com. Cost: dinner $45.




Gordon Ramsay—Many are those who love and hate the Scottish-born TV personality and divo chef, whose signature restaurant at Royal Hospital Road has continued to fill nightly since it opened in 1998. Recently done over in an elegant Art Deco style and with chef Clare Smyth at the helm creating modern French cuisine, this restaurant was the first in what would become an empire of dozens in London and around the world. Info: Tel 44/20-7352-4441; www.gordonramsay.com. Cost: dinner $140.




The Ivy—This is still one of the most difficult tables to book, with its glamorous 1930s décor, high-energy buzz, great people-watching, and consistently excellent (if predictable) food—from the reinvented fish-and-chips and Ivy hamburger to the signature salmon cakes. Info: Tel 44/20-7836-4751; www.the-ivy.co.uk. Cost: $50.




Oxo Tower Restaurant—Breathtaking views of St. Paul’s and the illuminated Thames are the real attractions here, although the modern European and fusion cuisine get solid reviews. The neighboring brasserie serves similar though less stratospherically priced dishes. Info: Tel 44/20-7803-3888; www.harveynichols.com. Cost: restaurant $95, brasserie $70.




Pubs—London is awash in “public houses,” where the welcome—and the ale—is always warm. The only surviving galleried 17th-century coaching inn, George Inn is an atmospheric pub offering food as well as drink. Once the mess hall of the Duke of Wellington’s Grenadier Guards and reputedly haunted by one of them, the Grenadier serves a mean Bloody Mary and is always crowded and convivial; its beef Wellington is a favorite. The Red Lion, built in 1821 and redesigned in the 1870s, is the ultimate Victorian pub—small, intimate, and dedicated to the fine art of drinking. George Inn: Tel 44/20-7407-2056. Grenadier: Tel 44/20-7235-3074. Red Lion: Tel 44/20-7930-5826.




The River Café—The simple-made-chic, always seasonal Italian menu is the lure here, as is the chance to eat outdoors by the Thames in warm weather. An iconic venue that spawned a legendary cookbook and a generation of influential chefs, the River Café is popular for signature dishes such as mushroom risotto. Info: Tel 44/20-7386-4200; www.rivercafe.co.uk. Cost: dinner $75.




Rules—London’s oldest restaurant, Rules was established as an oyster bar in 1798. Oysters are still a house specialty, along with game from its own estate, with a setting that’s unapologetically late 1700s. Info: Tel 44/20-7836-5314; www.rules.co.uk. Cost: dinner $75.




Day Trips


Oxford—Although the city of Oxford dates back to the 12th century, it is the university—collectively formed of 38 colleges—that draws visitors and has given the city its identity and character since it first opened its doors in 1263. The buildings are like a textbook of English architecture, making Oxford a visually fascinating and excellent walking city. Visit the history-steeped students’ drinking halls (for starters, the well-known 13th-century Bear Inn) or peek into the Ashmolean Museum, a treasure trove of fine art and antiquities that first opened in 1683. In the center of town and with a stylish ambience, the 17th-century Old Parsonage is the hotel of choice. For a complete about-face, head to the country and the Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, a Belmond hotel, and enjoy the extraordinary talents of world-renowned French chef Raymond LeBlanc; stay the night in an exquisitely decorated guest room. Where: 57 miles/92 km northwest of London. Old Parsonage Hotel: Tel 44/1865-310-210; www.oldparsonage-hotel.co.uk. Cost: from $350. Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons: Tel 44/1844-278881; www.manoir.com. Cost: from $850; dinner $125.




Windsor Castle—Windsor is the oldest and—with 1,000 rooms—largest occupied castle in the world. Since its construction began under William the Conqueror almost a millennium ago, it has been home to eight successive royal houses, including that of the present queen, Elizabeth II, who spent much of her childhood here and has dubbed it her favorite residence. Highlights include the Changing of the Guard; Queen Mary’s Dolls’ House; the Great Kitchen; and the Gothic jewel of St. George’s Chapel, which, like Westminster Abbey (see here), contains the tombs of many English monarchs. Henry VIII and his third wife, Jane Seymour, lie here. Where: 23 miles/37 km west of London. Tel 44/20-7766-7304; www.royalcollection.org.uk.




The Royal Pavilion, Brighton—The star attraction of Brighton, London’s favorite seaside getaway, is the Royal Pavilion, a pseudo-Oriental pleasure palace begun in the late 1700s and enlarged by the prince regent, later King George IV. The fantasy structure of minarets and Moorish domes on the outside hide a whimsical chinoiserie interior, one of the most ornate in Europe. Always loved for its bracing breezes, the naughty postcards, and the fish-and-chips one finds along the 3-mile-long promenade or the amusement-lined pier, the city now boasts cafés, antiques shops, and galleries in the tight-knit alleyways called the Lanes. Look for English’s of Brighton, a long-time institution known for its no-fuss super-fresh fish and oysters on the half-shell. Where: 51 miles/82 km south of London. Royal Pavilion: Tel44/1273-290-900; www.brighton-hove-rpml.org.uk. English’s of Brighton: Tel 44/1273-327-980; www.englishs.co.uk. Cost: dinner $50.
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Ancient Rome’s Line in the Sand


_______________


Hadrian’s Wall


Hexham, Northumberland, England
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The wall was one of the Roman empire’s greatest engineering feats.


Where legions once marched, sheep now peacefully graze. A few sections are all that remain of this dividing wall that was constructed some 1,800 years ago as the demarcation line for the northwesternmost border of Rome’s mighty empire. Named after Emperor Hadrian (A.D. 76–138), who ordered its construction, the wall spanned 73 miles across England, between Bowness-on-Solway on the west coast (beyond Carlisle) and Wallsend on the east coast (beyond Newcastle), with major forts and smaller “mile-castles” dotted along its length. Work was begun in 121 by some 18,000 soldiers and indentured slaves, and was abandoned around the year 400 as the Roman Empire crumbled.


Today, the wall is Britain’s largest ruin dating from the Roman era and is one of northern Europe’s most impressive and important Roman sites. The best-preserved chunk is a 10-mile stretch in Northumberland, to the east of Carlisle and within striking distance of England’s much-visited Lake District (see here). Also in this area are some of the region’s finest Roman forts, including Birdoswald, Vindolanda, and Housesteads, all with attached museums giving a fascinating insight into daily life on the wall for Roman soldiers.


Walk beside the wall for a mile or two or hike its entire length on the Hadrian’s Wall Path—one of England’s most popular national trails. Or rent a bike and sample the equally popular Hadrian’s Cycleway.


South of the ancient wall sit several modern towns, including Haltwhistle, which claims to be the geographic midpoint of the country, a fact celebrated by the Centre of Britain Hotel. Dating from the 15th century, the hotel combines classic and contemporary style with a friendly welcome and good service. For more history and greater creature comforts, retreat to nearby Langley Castle Hotel, about 7 miles east of Haltwhistle in the village of Langley-on-Tyne. Built in 1350 during the reign of King Edward III, its turreted 7-foot-thick walls and original medieval stained-glass windows and spiral staircases enchantingly evoke the past. It’s a pocket of modern luxury complete with an acclaimed restaurant.


Where: Hadrian’s Wall is between Carlisle and Newcastle, about 250 miles/400 km north of London. Visitor info: www.hadrians-wall.org; www.nationaltrail.co.uk/hadrians-wall. Centre of Britain Hotel: Tel 44/1434-322-422; www.centre-of-britain.org.uk. Cost: from $125. Langley Castle Hotel: Tel 44/1434-688-888; www.langleycastle.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $80. Best time: Apr–Oct for pleasant weather.
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The Thrill of the Hunt


_______________


The International Antiques and Collectors Fair


Newark-on-Trent, Nottinghamshire, England


Think antiques-lover’s paradise and you think of London. But where do the umpteen antiques dealers that fill the stalls and stores of Portobello Road and Camden Passage replenish their stock? At Newark’s Antiques and Collectors Fair, the largest in all of Europe filling an 86-acre showground with up to 4,000 vendors’ stands and stalls.


Antiques hunters and collectors will find the 2-day fair—held six times yearly—both a joy and an endurance test, with stalls stretching to infinity and the widest range of antiques and collectibles imaginable on sale. Sellers arrive from throughout Britain and Europe, attracting buyers and the merely curious from all over the world. Most dealers are savvy merchants, so fantastic deals are not likely (though by no means impossible), but those arriving promptly when the gates open might happen upon a choice find. To avoid a predawn start on a day trip from London, stay overnight at the small and charming Grange Hotel. Its amiable hosts provide a warm welcome, and the beautiful and tranquil garden is the perfect place to recover after a hectic morning of bartering.


In addition to the hope of the ultimate find, the crowds come for the enormous range and variety of wares. Those with little intention to buy will enjoy this as an enormous cultural outing: Since the British traveled so extensively and far afield during colonial days, shopping English antiques is like shopping the world.


Where: 108 miles/174 km north of London. Visitor info: www.iacf.co.uk/newark. Grange Hotel: Tel 44/1636-703-399; www.grangenewark.co.uk. Cost: from $150. When: Feb, Apr, Jun, Aug, Oct, and Dec.
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England’s Most Perfect Baroque Palace


_______________


Blenheim Palace


Woodstock, Oxfordshire, England


Of England’s countless stately homes, Blenheim is the most celebrated. Its size and opulence are testimony to its wealth of history: It was the gift of a grateful Queen Anne to General John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough, after his crushing defeat of the French in 1704 at the Bavarian village of Blenheim. In 1874, a boy called Winston Churchill was born here; he went on to become Sir Winston, Britain’s Prime Minister during World War II. Designed by leading architect of the day Sir John Vanbrugh and regarded as the finest Baroque construction in Britain, the lavish palace—impersonal in scale—is England’s answer to Versailles.


Although the house has changed little since its completion in 1722, much of the 2,000 acres of park and gardens were transformed in the 1760s by Lancelot “Capability” Brown, the great landscape gardener. Many visitors come today to try their luck in the famous Marlborough Maze, the world’s largest hedge maze.


Within walking distance of Blenheim Palace, Feathers Inn in Woodstock promises outstanding meals and stylish rooms in a country setting that belies London’s proximity. Nearby is the equally historic Star Inn, a cozy pub on the town’s main square, with excellent food and comfortable rooms upstairs.


Where: 62 miles/101 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.blenheimpalace.com. Feathers Inn: Tel 44/1993-812-291; www.feathers.co.uk. Cost: from $250; dinner $70. Star Inn: Tel 44/1993-811-373; www.thestarinnwoodstock.co.uk. Cost: from $140; dinner $40. Best times: Apr–May for gardens at their peak; Sep–Oct for fall colors in the parkland.
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Gastronomic Getaway


_______________


Ludlow


Shropshire, England


Every proud patriot has a running list of contenders for his or her country’s “prettiest little town.” On many an Anglophile’s list, Ludlow is sure to be at the top. With a population of less than 10,000 people, this market town sits contentedly in a quiet, mellow region of pastoral scenery along England’s Welsh border, an area known as The Marches (an ancient word derived from “the edge” or “frontier”). Ludlow still feels very much on the edge of England, and it takes some patience to get there, though there’s a benefit—the town has thus far blessedly escaped the common blight of bus tours, urban sprawl, and shopping malls. Swans glide on the River Teme that encircles it, spanned by medieval bridges that were a frequent subject for J.M.W. Turner’s paintings. The imposing Ludlow Castle went up in 1094 upon orders from the Earl of Shrewsbury and the cobbled streets are distinguished by elegant Georgian and Jacobean houses.


In recent years, Ludlow has established itself as an epicurean center, with a market held four days per week, specialty food stores, and a number of excellent places to eat, from high-profile restaurants to comfortable bistros and cozy inns—a surprisingly varied selection for an unassuming country outpost. The town is at the forefront of the UK’s Slow Food movement, and the high point of the year is the annual Food and Drink Festival.


Leading restaurants include Mr. Underhills and La Becasse—the former a riverside inn specializing in refined British fare and the latter leaning toward French cuisine in a handsome oak-lined dining room. Both pride themselves on using local ingredients and standards that are exceptional. They are each within walking distance of the Merchant House, offering comfortable lodgings in just two rooms. The friendly owners maintain the town’s culinary traditions with a fine breakfast, and they’re a mine of information about local history and gastronomic haunts.


Where: 160 miles/257 km northwest of London. Mr. Underhills: Tel 44/1584-874-431; www.mr-underhills.co.uk. Cost: rooms $250, dinner $125. La Becasse: Tel 44/1584-872-325; www.labecasse.co.uk. Cost: 3-course dinner $85. The Merchant House: Tel 44/1584-875-438; www.merchanthouse.co.uk. Cost: from $140. Best times: Mon, Wed, Fri, Sat for Ludlow Market; 2nd and 4th Thurs for Ludlow’s Food and Produce Market; late Jun–early Jul for the 2-week Ludlow Festival featuring Shakespeare; 2nd weekend of Sep for Ludlow Food and Drink Festival.
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Britain’s Most Historic Spa Town


_______________


Bath


Somerset, England
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A terrace overlooks the Great Bath, the baths’ centerpiece.


Legend has it that an ancient Celtic king first discovered the healing properties of the thermal waters here; then, between A.D. 50 and 300, the Romans built elaborate saunas, temples, and bathhouses around the hot springs. More than a millennium later, in 1702, Queen Anne’s visit launched the city’s rebirth as the country’s premier spa town. Throughout the 18th century, English high society would come here for the season to “take the waters” as depicted in the novels of Jane Austen. The flourish of grand architecture that followed transformed Bath into what is today Britain’s most perfectly and beautifully preserved Georgian city. Relaxed and refined, the city is a gracious host, with wonderful antiquing, shopping, and dining.


The city’s historic heart is still its Roman baths, among Britain’s finest classical ruins. Overlooking them is the 18th-century Pump Room, a noted restaurant and one of the greatest temples to old-fashioned English teatime, where you can still see the fountain of natural mineral waters that visitors enjoyed in the Georgian heyday. The 16th-century Bath Abbey is nearby, and it’s a short walk to The Circus, one of the city’s most impressive sites: 33 perfectly matching yet subtly differentiated houses forming a huge Colosseum-inspired circle, designed by John Wood the Elder, orchestrator of Bath’s architectural golden days.


In 1775 his son John Wood the Younger designed the equally spectacular Royal Crescent, a huge semi-ellipse of 30 identical stone houses overlooking Royal Victoria Park, on what is hailed as the most majestic street in Britain. Stop by for tea at the Royal Crescent, Bath’s most patrician hotel and spa.


Just north of The Circus on Russel Street—another charming row of honey-colored houses—is the stylish, yet casual and slightly eccentric, Queensberry Hotel. Or cross the park below the Royal Crescent to reach Brooks Guesthouse, a small, quiet hotel with a historic ambience.


After enjoying life in town, retire to Ston Easton Park, a stately Palladian mansion rebuilt in 1740, set in impeccably maintained gardens and parkland, 20 minutes outside of Bath. This is a period gem of the highest order, an unforgettable country retreat with traditionally decorated bedrooms and lounges and one of the finest restaurants in the region.


Where: 115 miles/185 km west of London. Visitor info: www.visitbath.co.uk. Pump Room: Tel 44/1225-444-477; www.romanbaths.co.uk Cost: tea $30. Royal Crescent Hotel: Tel 44/1225-823-333; www.royalcrescent.co.uk. Cost: from $350. Queensbury Hotel: Tel 44/1225-447-928; www.thequeensberry.co.uk. Cost: from $185; dinner $65. Brooks Guesthouse: Tel 44/1225-425-543; www.brooksguesthouse.com. Cost: from $135. Ston Easton Park: Tel 44/1761-241-631; www.stoneaston.co.uk. Cost: from $250; dinner $80. Best times: May–Sep for nicest weather; late May–early Jun for Bath International Music Festival.
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A Standout in England’s Smallest City


_______________


Wells Cathedral


Wells, Somerset, England


In the heart of the sleepy rural county of Somerset is England’s smallest city, delightful little Wells. A settlement since Saxon times, Wells reached its pinnacle of prestige around the 12th century, when the magnificent Cathedral Church of St. Andrew was built to reflect the city’s affluence. Over the following years, Wells gradually fell into a centuries-long slumber that would preserve its character and heritage for today’s visitors.


Although St. Andrew is one of Britain’s smallest cathedrals, it dwarfs the perfectly preserved surrounding streets that spread out in its shadow. A special feature is the cathedral’s west front, heavily ornamented with six tiers of 365 carved life-size figures that comprise the most extensive surviving array of medieval sculpture in Britain. Completed in the early 13th century, they illustrated biblical stories for the illiterate masses. The front’s twin towers were not added until the late 14th century, yet look as if they were always meant to be there. England’s (and the world’s) second oldest clock, built in 1392, is found in the interior’s north transept, announcing the hour with a fanfare of tilting knights on armored steeds.


After marveling at the cathedral, check into the charming Swan Hotel, a former coaching inn whose interior of baronial log fireplaces, beamed ceilings, rich wood paneling, and heavy four-poster beds evokes its 500 years of history. Enjoy views of the cathedral from some of the rooms as well as its highly regarded restaurant, a perfect spot for lunch or dinner. Or drive to Stoberry House, a small hotel with luxurious rooms, contemporary sculptures in the garden, and unbeatable vistas across the green fields to Wells and the cathedral.


Also visible about 6 miles away is the hill of Glastonbury Tor, thought to be variously the mythical Isle of Avalon, the last resting place of legendary King Arthur, a meeting place for fairies, a holy spot visited by Joseph of Arimathea (uncle of Jesus), or a beacon for UFOs. Below lies the town of Glastonbury. The gigantic Glastonbury Festival, an annual celebration of rock and folk music, takes its name from the town but since 1970 has been held in the nearby village of Piton.


Where: 120 miles/193 km southwest of London. Swan Hotel: Tel 44/1749-836-300; www.swanhotelwells.co.uk. Cost: from $235; dinner $50. Stowberry House: Tel 44/1749-672-906; www.stoberry-park.co.uk. Cost: from $135. Best times: May–Oct for the nicest weather; late Jun for Glastonbury Festival.
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Drama and Ghosts at Shakespeare’s Birthplace


_______________


Stratford-upon-Avon


Warwickshire, England


The timeless appeal and universality of William Shakespeare’s literary work have long made his hometown, Stratford-upon-Avon, a point of pilgrimage. With streets of historic half-timbered houses and an air of genial prosperity, it would likely draw visitors even without the fame of the town’s native son. In and around Stratford are five houses with connections to the Bard, including the house where he was born in 1564 (the exact date is unrecorded, but he was baptized on April 26, so his birth date is estimated as April 23) and the cottage of his wife, Anne Hathaway. Also on the required circuit is the 13th-century Trinity Church, where Shakespeare and his family were buried (he died on April 23 at the age of 52).


But the zenith of any visit is enjoying a performance by the Royal Shakespeare Company, one of the finest repertory troupes in the world. Of the three theaters in town, most classics are performed at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre; there are weekly matinees for those heading back to London in time for dinner. The Elizabethan-style Swan Theatre was reconstructed along the lines of Shakespeare’s original Globe Theatre, and The Other Place is a more intimate venue for experimental productions.


In between sightseeing venues, stop for a pint at a historic pub such as the Windmill, which is old enough to have been frequented by Shakespeare himself, or the Black Swan, affectionately known by all as “the Dirty Duck” and a favorite spot for actors, pre- or postperformance.


After a day in town or an evening at the theater, relax at the Swan’s Nest Hotel, a grand old redbrick house dating from the 17th century, where guests can enjoy a drink on the terrace overlooking the river as real swans glide by. Or travel 5 miles in the direction of Alderminster to the magnificent Ettington Park Hotel, a stately neo-Gothic home set on 40 acres of deer-inhabited parkland and manicured gardens on the banks of the River Stour. This 19th-century country house has long been associated with the Shirley family (Shakespeare’s Hal speaks of a “valiant Shirley” in Henry IV Part I), and family ghosts linger, but guests will be hard pressed to find a more welcoming place.


Where: 90 miles/145 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.shakespearecountry.co.uk. Theaters: ticket hotline, tel 0844-800-1110; www.rsc.org.uk. When: Mar–Nov. Swan’s Nest Hotel: Tel 44/1789-266804; www.macdonaldhotels.co.uk/swans_nest. Cost: from $140. Ettington Park Hotel: Tel 44/1789-450-123; www.handpickedhotels.co.uk/hotels/ettington-park-hotel. Cost: from $195 (off-peak), from $350 (peak). Best time: A festival of Bard-related events takes place the weekend closest to Apr 23, traditionally celebrated as the date of Shakespeare’s birth and death.
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England’s Finest Feudal Castle


_______________


Warkwick Castle


Warwick, Warwickshire, England


After more than 9 centuries at the heart of British history, the magnificent feudal fortress of Warwick is still the country’s finest medieval castle. Built in 1068 by William the Conqueror, just 2 years after the seminal Battle of Hastings, its commanding position on an escarpment above the River Avon was described as “the most noble site in England” by Sir Walter Scott.


Originally built to keep out unwanted “guests,” Warwick Castle is now more visited than any other English house in private hands, and the second most visited castle after Windsor (see here). These modern-day invaders come to see the finely preserved historic structure, of course, but also to be entertained by numerous attractions such as the Pageant Playground and Castle Dungeon. Crowds can be big during school vacation time, but guards at the gate keep the long lines moving within the monumental Norman walls.


Inside the castle are fascinating displays, including one of Europe’s most important collections of medieval armor and weaponry, as well as paintings by such old masters as Rubens and Van Dyck. The castle’s bellicose character is best viewed from outdoors, where peacocks preen on 60 acres of grounds, landscaped in the 18th century by Lancelot “Capability” Brown.


For a much more serene historical experience, it’s just 5 miles north to Kenilworth Castle. Overshadowed by its more famous neighbor and 50 years younger, it’s nevertheless an impressive ruin, and its history is just as intriguing. Previous owners include “Bad” King John in the early 13th century followed by John of Gaunt and Robert Dudley, believed by some to have been a secret lover of Elizabeth I. Fast-forward to the 19th century and Sir Walter Scott, who was as impressed with Kenilworth as he was with Warwick: His novel Kenilworth put the castle on the tourist map in the Victorian era.


Where: 92 miles/148 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.warwick-castle.co.uk; www.kenilworthweb.co.uk.




[image: Images]


A Masterpiece of Medieval Technology


_______________


Salisbury Cathedral


Salisbury, Wiltshire, England
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The cathedral houses an original Magna Carta.


The 19th-century paintings of Turner and Constable familiarized the world with Salisbury Cathedral and its remarkable 404-foot spire, the tallest in the country and an iconic image of England. The cathedral was begun in 1220 and was completed in a record 38 years (the spire was added toward the end of the century) making Salisbury the most architecturally unified of all the great European cathedrals and the very pinnacle of what is known as the Early English or pointed Gothic style.


Inside is the oldest working clock in the world, dating back to the 1300s. It’s a strange mechanical contraption with no dial, designed to strike a bell to mark the passing hours. Climb up the spire’s internal steps for a striking view across the attractive and lively market town of Salisbury in the direction of Salisbury Plain and Stonehenge (see here), Wiltshire’s other significant site.


To the south of the cathedral, on the other side of the River Avon and about a mile from the center of town, the lovely old 13th-century Rose and Crown Inn has welcomed pilgrims and wayfarers since its earliest days, with hand-hewn beams and a genial sense of hospitality still firmly intact. It’s an inviting place to spend the afternoon, with views of a lawn stretching down to the river—a veritable Turner canvas come to life, with the cathedral’s soaring spire in full sight.


Drive about 20 miles south from Salisbury through the New Forest—once the private hunting ground of medieval kings and now one of England’s newest national parks—to New Milton and Chewton Glen, a neo-Georgian country manor hotel distinguished by an air of well-being and known for its impeccable standards of service and acclaimed restaurant. Nothing ruffles the feathers of the extremely amiable staff at this grand, green-shuttered, ivy-clad home where croquet on the front lawn is one of myriad amenities.


Where: 90 miles/145 km southwest of London; www.salisburycathedral.org.uk. Rose and Crown Inn: Tel 44/844-411-9046; www.legacy-hotels.co.uk/legacy-roseandcrown. Cost: from $140. Chewton Glen Hotel: Tel 44/1425-275-341; in the U.S., tel 800344-5087; www.chewtonglen.com. Cost: from $550; dinner $90. Best times: Tues and Sat for the outdoor Salisbury Charter Market; Apr–Oct for the New Forest at its best; late May–early Jun for Salisbury Festival, an arts and cultural event.
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One of the World’s Great Mysteries


_______________


Stonehenge


Wiltshire, England


Britain’s best-known prehistoric site, Stonehenge is still as magical, mystical, and mysterious as it was probably always meant to be—but only if you catch it between tour bus caravans. No one knows for sure the reason for Stonehenge, although it is fairly certain that ancient Neolithic and Bronze Age peoples built this stunning collection of artfully placed rocks over a very long period, then used the site for rituals or ceremonies pertaining to the sun and perhaps also as a calendar. In the 17th century, the widely held view that the circle was somehow connected to the Celtic druids took hold and has never died, even though it has since been proved that Stonehenge predates the priestly cult by at least 1,500 years and probably more.


The massive trilithons—two upright stones with a lintel across the top—were assembled some 4,000 years ago. Some of the standing stones weigh up to 50 tons, and experts estimate that to move each one into position took more than 1,000 men. Scholars disagree about where the stones came from (some say southwest Wales) and how they got to the windswept Salisbury Plain. Modern researchers believe they were to be put together in three distinct stages (two of which were never completed), in alignments made possible by sophisticated builders with a knowledge of astronomy, mathematics, and engineering unparalleled anywhere in Europe at that time. Today, thousands of visitors gravitate here, especially for the summer and winter solstice, including many modern-day druids and followers of other pagan religions.


Not as famous as Stonehenge but more powerful for their simplicity, the nearby Avebury Stone Circles, some 20 miles north, were erected 500 years before Stonehenge was completed. Uncrowded and more accessible, they consist of circles of 100 massive stones.


Where: 85 miles/137 km southwest of London. Visitor info: www.english-heritage.org.uk. Best times: early morning or late afternoon to avoid crowds; summer and winter solstices (usually sunrise on Jun 21 and Dec 22), and spring and fall equinoxes (the halfway points between the solstices).
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A Stroll Through a Classical Painting


_______________


Stourhead Garden


Stourton, Wiltshire, England


Lying between gentle hills in the bucolic county of Wiltshire, Stourhead is arguably England’s finest and best-known example of 18th-century English landscape gardening, confirmation that no other country holds a candle to England’s horticultural expertise and passion. Stourhead’s poetic grounds—inspired by the paintings of Claude Lorrain and Gaspard Poussin—are punctuated with a neoclassical Pantheon, a grotto, and temples built to Flora and Apollo, creating a classical effect that is much mimicked around the world.


The Stourhead estate was owned by the wealthy Hoare family from the early 18th century, and the gardens were created between 1740 and 1780 by Henry “the Magnificent” Hoare. After a grand tour of the Mediterranean, he decided to relandscape his estate’s 100-acre grounds upon his return home. Although Stourhead is beautiful all year long, it perhaps offers the most romantic walks in early fall, along the footpaths that wind around a chain of small man-made lakes, and in summer, when its famous dells of rhododendrons and camellias are in full bloom.


The gardens surround Stourhead House, an 18th-century Palladian-style mansion, where many beautiful rooms are also open to the public. Within strolling distance of the gardens’ main gate, the Spread Eagle Inn is a local institution, known for its leisurely dinners of traditional cooking and five comfortable rooms decorated with antiques.


Where: 112 miles/180 km southwest of London. Tel 44/1747-841-152; www.nationaltrust.org.uk. When: garden open daily; house open mid-Mar–Oct. Spread Eagle Inn: Tel 44/1747-840-587; www.spreadeagleinn.com. Cost: from $170; dinner $40. Best times: Mar–Apr for daffodils; May–Jun for garden in full bloom; Oct for fall colors.
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Grand, Stately, Elegant


_______________


Castle Howard


York, Yorkshire, England
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The Howard family has made the castle their home for more than 300 years.


Although best known today as the location for BBC TV’s 1981 adaptation of Evelyn Waugh’s classic novel Brideshead Revisited and for the 2008 movie of the same name, since the early 18th century Castle Howard has been considered to be one of the largest and most august privately owned homes in the British Isles. Though not really a castle, it stands on the former site of one amid 1,000-acre parkland and gardens. The Howard family, whose descendants still reside there today, saw in then-inexperienced architect Sir John Vanbrugh the talent that would later secure him the commission to create the lavish Blenheim Palace near Oxford (see here). The main body of Castle Howard was completed in 1715, including its signature gilt Great Hall, rising 70 feet from floor to dome. The 160-foot, aptly named Long Gallery is the castle’s other highlight, lined with a large number of portraits of Howard ancestors by Holbein and other artists.


For more history, unpack your bags at the Old Lodge Hotel, a Tudor mansion on the edge of the nearby market town of Malton, below the heather-clad hills of the North York Moors National Park. Or head south to handsome Middlethorpe Hall & Spa, on the outskirts of York (see here), one of the grandest country hotels in northern England. Commissioned in 1699, the same year as Castle Howard, this elegant William III–style inn is surrounded by 26 impeccable acres of parkland that border York’s famous racecourse, and is the perfect jumping-off point for a tour of Yorkshire.


Where: 15 miles/24 km northeast of York. Tel 44/1653-648-444; www.castlehoward.co.uk. When: house open mid-Mar–Oct; garden, year-round. Old Lodge Hotel: Tel 44/1653690-570; www.theoldlodgemalton.co.uk. Cost: from $190. Middlethorpe Hall Hotel: Tel 44/1904-641-241; www.middlethorpe.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $475 (peak). Best times: May for rhododendrons in Castle Howard’s gardens; May–Oct for racing season; Sep–Oct for fall colors on the moors.
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An Ancient City’s Crowning Glory


_______________


York Minister


York, Yorkshire, England


The historic city of York is surrounded by 3 miles of beautifully preserved, centuries-old defensive walls: Strolling along its wall-top walkway is one of England’s finest pleasures. Within lies an architecture-rich city, with all paths leading to its famous showpiece cathedral, the Minster. A wonder of Gothic architecture, it is the largest medieval cathedral in Great Britain and the second largest Gothic cathedral in northern Europe (only Cologne’s is larger; see here). Measuring 500 feet from end to end, its nave is the widest in England, and the choir is the second-highest after Canterbury (see here). The whole structure took more than 250 years to build, from around 1220 to 1472, on a site where previous cathedrals and churches had stood, possibly as far back as 627. The central tower is almost 200 feet high, and a breath-sapping climb up the 275-step spiral staircase provides the chance to appreciate both the scale of this massive building (offset by stunning views of the Yorkshire moors beyond) and the sophisticated engineering genius of the buttresses that hold it up.


Best known of the Minster’s 128 immense stained-glass windows is the Rose Window, commemorating the end of the War of the Roses. Above the main entrance is the Great West Window, dubbed “the Heart of Yorkshire” and renowned for its particularly fine tracery. Most amazing of all is the Great East Window, behind the altar. At 1,680 square feet—bigger than a tennis court—it’s the largest single medieval stained-glass window in the world.


Surrounding the Minster is a web of narrow streets and cobblestone alleyways lined with half-timbered houses, many at least 500 years old. Quite a few of the older thoroughfares are called “gates”—Stonegate, Colliergate, and so on—from the Norse word gata, meaning “street,” a constant reminder of York’s Viking past. The Viking period is celebrated at the extremely popular Jorvik Center, which transports visitors back to the year 975, long before the Minster’s first block was laid.


Where: 203 miles/327 km north of London. Tel 44/1904-557-200; www.yorkminster.org. Jorvik Center: Tel 44/1904-615505; www.jorvik-viking-centre.co.uk. Where to stay: The stylish boutique Marmadukes Hotel is a short walk from the Minster. Tel 44/1904-640-101; www.marmadukesyork.com. Cost: from $125. Best times: Apr–Sep for pleasant weather, with Aug especially busy; mid- to late Feb for Viking Festival; Jul for Early Music Festival; Jul–Aug for height of York’s famous horse races.
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Reliving the Grand Days of Travel


_______________


Balmoral Hotel and the Royal Scotsman


Edinburgh, Scotland
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The hotel’s clock tower is a landmark in Edinburgh’s skyline.


Standing proudly at the end of Edinburgh’s mile-long, shop-lined Princes Street is the historic and undeniably palatial Balmoral Hotel. Built in 1902 as a railway hotel, it is now one of the city’s most elegant landmarks, complete with kilted doormen at its entrance. Guests can daydream their way through afternoon tea in the Drawing Room, eat like kings and queens in the refined surrounds of the Number One restaurant, or sample the bounty of Scotland’s best distilleries in the high-ceilinged Bollinger Bar in the Palm Court.


The Balmoral’s ornate clock tower is a city landmark, always turned 2 minutes ahead so guests don’t miss their train at the adjacent Waverly Station. Head there for a grand tour of quintessential Scotland aboard The Royal Scotsman, which lets you choose from 1- to 7-night itineraries through the Highlands and beyond. You and 35 fellow passengers will travel in the relaxed and romantic ambience of the Edwardian era for which Belmond (formerly Orient Express) trains are known. From the kilted piper who greets you on the station platform to the restored grandeur of the mahogany-paneled parlor car and richly refurbished private compartments, the attention to detail is everywhere. You’ll journey through glens and mountain passes on remote and little-used railway lines with frequent stops to visit castles, distilleries, and scenic harbor towns. The elegant dining cars host excellent meals reflecting the local bounty, from full Scottish breakfasts to dinners featuring loch prawns, smoked salmon, or rack of lamb. The wine selection is surpassed only by the whisky tastings; enjoy your dram or two to the full—you’ll not be driving home tonight.


Where: 375 miles/603 km north of London. Balmoral Hotel: Tel 44/131-556-2414; in the U.S., 888-667-9477; www.thebalmoralhotel.com. Cost: from $400; dinner at Number One $90. The Royal Scotsman: In the U.K., tel 0845-217-0799; in the U.S., 800-524-2420; belmond.com/royalscotsman. Cost: options begin with a 2-night tour of the Highlands from $3,650, all-inclusive. When: May–Oct. Best time: May–Sep for nicest weather.
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Heart and Soul of Historic and Cultural Scotland


_______________


Edinburgh Castle and Festivals


Edinburgh, Scotland


One of Europe’s loveliest capital cities, Edinburgh owes much of its character and good looks to its showcase landmark, Edinburgh Castle, atop the craggy remains of an ancient volcano overlooking the surrounding city. This sprawling structure has played many roles: fortress, military garrison, state prison. But its zenith was as royal palace, and today visitors come to see the Honours of Scotland (the Scottish crown jewels). The oldest regalia in Europe, they include the Scottish crown, scepter, and sword of state. Other highlights here include the royal chambers—used until the king permanently moved to England in 1603—where Mary, Queen of Scots, gave birth to James VI of Scotland, who would rule England as James I.


From the castle, the famous streets of the Royal Mile lead down toward the Palace of Holyroodhouse—the official residence of the British monarch in Scotland, and more simply called Holyrood Palace. Branching off this noble thoroughfare are the narrow lanes and alleyways of the Old Town that still evoke the Middle Ages. Among the many historic buildings is The Scotsman, once the headquarters of the newspaper of the same name and now a history-steeped hotel. The exterior is a fantastical mix of Baroque and Gothic styles, with castlelike towers and turrets and stained glass, while the inside retains many original features, such as oak-paneled walls.


For a change of scene and century, cross the bridge below the castle to the orderly streets and squares of New Town. Here you’ll find the classic Caledonian Hotel—enveloped in Edwardian splendor and renowned for its views of the medieval skyline and spires of the Royal Mile—and, of course, the castle, most romantic when brightly illuminated at night.


Every August, all eyes are on this venerable city for the Edinburgh International Festival, a world-class extravaganza of music, drama, and dance founded in 1947 that transforms the sleepy, historic city into a vibrant cultural epicenter. Garnering equal attention is the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, its amateur offshoot that is almost as old; you can expect the unexpected from thousands of performers in hundreds of venues, from pubs to churches. In contrast, the well-ordered display of the nighttime Edinburgh Military Tattoo, also held in August, is possibly the world’s most outstanding military spectacle, augmented by its dramatic floodlit setting on a castle esplanade.


As lively as the summer festivities is New Year’s Eve. Known as Hogmanay throughout Scotland, it’s celebrated with special fervor in Edinburgh, which hosts Europe’s greatest street party, with song and dance carrying through the night and well into the morning.


Visitor info: www.edinburgh.org. Edinburgh Castle: www.edinburghcastle.gov.uk. The Scotsman: Tel 44/131-556-5565; www.thescotsmanhotel.co.uk. Cost: from $280 (off-peak), from $630 (peak). Waldorf Astoria Caledonian Hotel: Tel 44/131-222-8888; www.waldorfastoriaedinburgh.com. Cost: from $275. Edinburgh Festivals: www.edinburghfestivals.co.uk. Best times: May–Sep for best weather; Aug–early Sep for major festivals.




[image: Images]


Fine Design and High Style in Scotland’s Second City


_______________


Mckintosh’s Glascow


Glasgow, Scotland
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Tea at the Willow offers the chance to experience a bygone era amid Mackintosh’s design.


Just as Barcelona is associated with the architecture of Gaudí and London linked to the churches of Christopher Wren, Glasgow is proudly home to the work of Scotland’s best-known architect-designer, Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928). His style, characterized by curves and floral motifs, is often regarded as the epitome of Art Nouveau; but he’s also cited as an Art Deco influence thanks to the clean lines and abstract shapes he favored. His major achievement, heralded as one of Europe’s finest examples of Modernism, is the Glasgow School of Art, completed in 1899 when Mackintosh was just 32. (Damage caused by a major fire in 2014 is slowly being repaired.) The only church he ever designed is at Queen’s Cross; it’s now headquarters for the Charles Rennie Mackintosh Society, which organizes tours of all his key sites.


Mackintosh’s tearooms were renowned, and he ultimately became as known for his furniture designs as for his architecture. Experience both at the Willow Tearoom on Sauchiehall Street; some of the tables and chairs may be reproductions, but the atmosphere is authentic. Ask to be seated in the Room de Luxe, an Art Nouveau fantasy.


Beyond specific addresses, the artist’s inimitable style remains vividly alive throughout town—from designs found on wrought-iron gates and decorative motifs used on restaurant menus to the ubiquitous, stylized rose that has become a kind of Glasgow logo.


Also emblematic of the city is the Grand Central Hotel, another Glasgow landmark, built in 1883 next to the main train station and newly refurbished. Fans of architecture and design will also appreciate the elegant style of the Hotel du Vin at One Devonshire Gardens. You may need to ring the front doorbell upon arrival, but it will be the last time you’ll lift a finger here. Five exquisitely renovated Victorian town houses have been connected to create a chic jewel box, where superb service and a much touted restaurant may tempt you to see not a whit of Glasgow beyond its gorgeous walls.


Where: 40 miles/64 km west of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.visitglasgow.com. Charles Rennie Mackintosh Society: Tel 44/141-946-6600; www.crmsociety.com. Willow Tearoom: Tel 44/141-332-0521; www.willowtearooms.co.uk. Grand Central Hotel: Tel 44/141-240-3700; www.thegrandcentralhotel.co.uk. Cost: from $160. Hotel du Vin: Tel 44/121-616-3613; www.hotelduvin.com. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $240 (peak); dinner $50. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; Jan for Celtic Connections, one of the world’s largest folk and traditional music festivals; Jun for West End Festival of music and the arts.
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Mountains and Monuments in Scotland’s Northeast


_______________


The Castle Trail


Grampian Mountains, Scotland
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Drum Castle’s square tower was built in the 13th century.


A long history of battles, clan rivalries, and English invasions manifests itself in the 1,000-plus castles dotting Scotland’s landscape. Some are evocative ruins or little more than long-forgotten mounds in the heather, while others appear as sturdy and foreboding as the day they were built. Many remain inhabited after being flamboyantly refurbished in the Victorian era, when Scotland’s land-owning classes rediscovered a penchant for the turrets and towers of baronial architecture.


One of the greatest concentrations of castles can be found in Scotland’s northeast, the eastern foothills of the Grampian Mountains inland from the “granite city” of Aberdeen. Nineteen of the finest examples have been linked to form the Castle Trail, a signposted route for drivers that’s similar to the Whisky Trail of Speyside (see here), farther to the west. Whether the castles are managed by public trusts or in private hands, all are open to the public.


The impressive collection includes the Delgatie Castle, one of the oldest in Scotland (A.D. 1030), and the ruins of the 13th-century Kildrummy Castle. The most lavishly restored—now grand, stately homes—are Castle Fraser, Crathes Castle, and Fyvie Castle; many are surrounded by impressive gardens that add an extra layer of splendor to any tour of the Grampian region.


Exploring beyond the formal Castle Trail, fortress fans can enjoy the dramatic ruins of Slains Castle, said to have inspired Bram Stoker to write Dracula. Possibly the most dramatic location of all is the cliff-top towers and battlements of Dunnottar, where Franco Zeffirelli chose to film Hamlet in 1990.


Another literary landmark can be found to the northwest, at 700-year-old Castle Cawdor (see here), which has a famous connection to Shakespeare’s Macbeth (though Macbeth is supposed to have reigned some 3 centuries before the castle was built). Balmoral Castle, in the south of the region, is perhaps the best-known of all. It was the “dear paradise” of Queen Victoria, and remains the private summer residence of the British sovereign.


Maintain the theme by checking into the Castle Hotel at Huntly, a fine old mansion originally built for the Dukes of Gordon near the castle that provided its name as well as much of the building’s stone. (Huntly Castle itself, by the way, is yet another impressive ruin on the trail.) For a livelier setting, turn to the 19th-century landmark Douglas Hotel in Aberdeen, where a nearby harbor hosts fishing boats bringing in catches from the Arctic waters and ferries departing for the islands of Orkney (see here) and Shetland.


Where: Aberdeen is 125 miles/201 km north of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.aberdeen-grampian.com. Castle Trail: 3 main loops, in total about 150 miles/241 km long. Castle Hotel: Tel 44/1466-792-696; www.castlehotel.uk.com. Cost: from $200. Douglas Hotel: Tel 44/1224-582-255; www.aberdeendouglas.com. Cost: from $250. Best time: Apr–Sep for nicest weather.
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Islands at the Edge of the Sea


_______________


The Hebridges


Scotland


Off the crenellated northwest coast of Scotland lie the islands of the Hebrides. Divided neatly into two areas—Inner and Outer Hebrides—they are as representative of Scotland as are the Highlands but manage to feel a world apart. The landscape of the Inner Hebrides never fails to impress, with high mountains dropping precipitously to the rocky shores and narrow sea-lochs cutting deep inland. On the island of Mull you’ll find the dark, rocky peak of Ben Mor and the scenic port of Tobermory, with its waterfront of gaily painted houses. Nearby is the sacred isle of Iona, with the less-than-holy-sounding islands of Muck and Rum nearby.


But the most famous of all the Inner Hebrides is the Isle of Skye—one of Scotland’s largest islands at over 530 square miles, as well as the closest to the mainland. Such proximity brought the inevitable arrival of a bridge in the 1990s, putting an end to the ferry service that had run since the 17th century. Yet Skye retains its air of mystery and otherworldliness. The perfect place to drink it all in is at Kinloch Lodge, in the beautiful southern corner of the island. Built in 1680 as a hunting lodge, this elegant yet unpretentious hotel is today the home of Lord Macdonald, high chief of the Clan Donald, and his wife, Claire, a leading authority on Scottish cooking who hosts three-day cookery classes. Head chef Marcello Tully presides over the elegant restaurant, lined with ancestral portraits, where nonguests are welcome.


Farther to the west are the Outer Hebrides, also called the Western Isles, a wild and remote region that’s still relatively untrammeled by tourism. The main islands include Barra, Benbecula, and the connected pair of Lewis and Harris. Rugged topography and frequent rain mean many freshwater lochs, and the view from the top of an Outer Hebridean mountain is of a complex landscape where land and sea become intertwined.


For travelers with a taste for adventure, an end-to-end road and ferry tour of the island chain is a must. Be sure to stop for a night at the boutique Hotel Hebrides, on the Isle of Harris, with unexpectedly sleek, contemporary rooms (some with loch views) and an excellent informal restaurant specializing in Scottish seafood.


Or take to the sea and view the powerful, bleak, and mystical beauty of the islands from the deck of the Hebridean Princess. The romantic, five-star vessel (a converted ferry boat) is more like a floating country-house hotel known for its service than a cruise ship. (The Queen charters it for family sailings.) It carries just 50 cosseted passengers who lounge in the handsome, chintz-draped cabins (some with private balconies), dine on superb smoked salmon and island-raised lamb, and sample an impressive variety of Scotch whisky. Other itineraries are available.


Where: Oban is the gateway to the Hebrides, 124 miles/200 km northwest of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.visithebrides.com. Kinloch Lodge: Tel 44/1471-833333; www.kinloch-lodge.co.uk. Cost: from $315, inclusive; 5-course dinner $110. Hotel Hebridges: Tel 44/1859-502-364; www.hotelhebrides.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $45. Hebridean Princess: Tel 44/1756-704-700; in the U.S., 855-866-8612; www.hebridean.co.uk. Cost: 4-night cruise from $3,600; 7- to 9-day cruises available in Scotland and beyond. Originates in Oban. When: Mar–Nov. Best times: May–Sep for best weather; mid-Jul for Lewis Highland Games; early Aug for Skye Highland Games.
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A Warm Welcome Among the Lochs and Glens


_______________


Argyll Highlands


Highlands, Scotland
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Scotland’s longest lake, Loch Awe, stretches over 20 miles.


Halfway along Scotland’s filigree western coastline is the dramatic region of Argyll, where hills, glens, forests, and mountains stretch from the remote Ardnamurchan Peninsula, down to the Mull of Kintyre Lighthouse. Islands such as Colonsay, Mull, and Jura are just a ferry hop away across narrow straits, and slender fjordlike inlets dissect the landscape. All across Argyll, the lines between island and mainland become wonderfully blurred.


The main town in the region is Oban (“the gateway to the isles”); from there, ferries cross to the islands of the Inner and Outer Hebrides (see here). Check in to the stone 18th-century Manor House, an excellent base for day trips to the islands (its restaurant is a favorite of locals).


If driving to Oban from Edinburgh or Glasgow, be sure to take the scenic route that cuts across the heart of the Argyll Highlands, through Glen Aray and past the beautiful (and suitably named) Loch Awe. Pause at the handsome town of Inveraray (the ancient capital of Argyll) to visit Inveraray Castle, impressive home of the Duke of Argyll, or detour down the western shore of Loch Fyne to the 90 acres of lush greenery at Crarae Gardens. Don’t miss lunch at the Loch Fyne Oyster Bar near Cairndow, an unassuming place founded in the 1980s as a roadside shed that later spawned a chain of seafood restaurants across Britain.


North of Oban, the road continues alongside the wildly beautiful banks of Loch Linnhe and to the village of Port Appin, home to the intimate Airds Hotel. Once an inn serving ferry passengers headed out to the islands, it’s now a peaceful vacationers’ retreat with ample corners for relaxation: in the garden with its views of the loch, fireside in the lounge, or in the acclaimed restaurant, where you’ll enjoy excellent local fare and malt whiskies.


Inverlochy Castle can be found another 20 miles beyond Port Appin, across Argyll’s northern border and near the town of Fort William. This is where Queen Victoria, no stranger to the allure of the Highlands, stayed in 1873 and famously wrote: “I never saw a lovelier or more romantic spot.” Set in a magnificent landscape, the former baronial castle, set on 500 acres of private land, is now a grand 17-room hotel awash with antique furniture, floral drapes, and overstuffed chairs. One of Britain’s most special country retreats, it offers visitors a taste of life as lived by a noble monarch.


Where: 120 miles/200 km northwest of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.visitscottishheartlands.com. Manor House: Tel 44/1631562-087. Cost: from $250. Loch Fyne Oyster Bar: Tel 44/1499-600-482; www.lochfyne.com. Cost: lunch $30. Airds Hotel: Tel 44/1631-730-236; www.airdshotel.com. Cost: from $500, inclusive; dinner $90. Inverlochy Castle: Tel 44/1397702-177; in the U.S., 888-424-0106; www.inverlochycastlehotel.com. Cost: from $525 (off-peak), from $730 (peak); 4-course prix-fixe dinner $110. Best time: May–Sep for the finest weather.
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Hammers, Heavies, and Ancient Traditions


_______________


Highland Games


Braemar, Highlands, Scotland


Blazing with brightly colored tartans and ringing with the sound of bagpipes, the Highland Games are unique sporting and cultural events celebrating all things Scottish, and are held in towns throughout the Highlands every summer. The games, or “gatherings,” go back at least 900 years. They originated as county fairs with competitions providing clan chiefs the chance to observe the physical prowess of the area’s most promising young lads. The tradition continues today, as a breed of tough, kilted Scotsmen known as Heavies engage in traditional sports such as “throwing the hammer,” “putting the stone,” and the gatherings’ prime event, “tossing the caber”—heaving a 20-foot tree trunk weighing upward of 130 pounds. Alongside the traditional musclebound displays, there are foot races and long-jump competitions, plus all kinds of Highlands dancing and music, and a wee bit of whisky to help the celebrations along.


Of Scotland’s 40-plus annual gatherings, those at Braemar are among the most renowned. In the 19th century, Queen Victoria used to come to watch from her nearby Scottish residence of Balmoral Castle, and the current royal family maintains the tradition, with the men donning kilts for the occasion. The monarch is honored as Chieftain of the Braemar Gathering.


If watching the Highland dancers and athletes tires you out, a night at the Auld Kirk in the charming little town of Ballater, a few miles east of Braemar, will reinvigorate the senses. This former Victorian-era church, an easy walk into town, has kept many of the original ecclesiastical details still in place, making it an intriguing setting for the seven welcoming bedrooms hidden away in the Kirk’s upper floor. It’s hard to top the full Scottish breakfast for which they are known.


Braemar: 80 miles/129 km north of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.braemargathering.org. When: Gatherings are held across Scotland late May–Sep; Braemar Gathering is 1st Sat in Sep. The Auld Kirk: Tel 44/1339-755-762; www.theauldkirk.co.uk. Cost: from $160.
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Magnificent Home of a Mythical Monster


_______________


Loch Ness


Highlands, Scotland
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Urquhart Castle overlooks Loch Ness from a small peninsula.


The deep waters of Loch Ness lie in a giant gash in the earth’s surface—a 60-million-year-old diagonal fault line that almost splits Scotland in two, with the Highland capital of Inverness at its northern end. Measuring 24 miles long and 755 feet deep, it’s one of the largest “lochs” (lakes) in Scotland, but its main claim to fame remains almost exclusively as home to the mythic Loch Ness Monster.


Resembling an aquatic dinosaur, and said to have descended from a forebear trapped within the waters back in geological times, this beast was allegedly first spotted in 565 by St. Columba, the man credited with introducing Christianity to Scotland. Centuries later, the monster was given the Latin title Nessiteras rhombopteryx (quickly shortened to Nessie) and has held the world’s imagination ever since. An ancient legend predicts a violent end for the region if the monster is ever captured, but researchers using sophisticated underwater technology and sonar-rigged mini-submarines continue their quest nonetheless and have recorded large, moving underwater objects they could not explain. They are still spurred on by reports of sightings from 1961, when 30 visitors said they saw the monster just before an explosion that sank their craft, and 1973, when a local monk claimed a viewing.


Whether you believe in the creature or not (many suggest that Scotland’s age-old love of whisky may have something to do with the sightings), a glimpse of the beautiful glacier-gouged lake and the crumbling ruins of Urquhart Castle atop a small promontory is not to be missed. Take the less-trafficked road along the eastern shore to the village of Foyers and the striking waterfalls nearby. Or, from the settlement of Drumnadrochit (where the Loch Ness Centre & Exhibition is a fun place to spend an hour), aim westward and follow the road through peaceful Glen Urquhart, eventually reaching remote Glen Affric, one of the most scenic valleys in all Scotland.


Back in the “Highland capital” of Inverness, check into the Rocpool Reserve Hotel, an excellent little luxury option in the heart of the city. The décor is contemporary and the food at Chez Roux Restaurant is first-class. Alternatively, opt for the larger Loch Ness Country House Hotel at Dunain Park, just south of Inverness on the road to the loch, complete with cozy drawing rooms, log fires, and a beautiful outdoor garden.


Where: Inverness is 171 miles/275 km north of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.visitlochness.com. Rocpool Reserve Hotel: Tel 44/1463-240-089; in the U.S., 866-376-7831; www.rocpool.com. Cost: from $320; dinner $50. Loch Ness Country House Hotel: Tel 44/1463-230-512; www.lochnesscountryhousehotel.co.uk. Cost: from $245; dinner $50. Best times: May–Sep for nice weather; end of Jul for Inverness Highland Games; Sep–Oct for fall colors in Glen Affric.




[image: Images]


Water of Life


_______________


The Malt Whiskey Trail


Speyside, Highlands, Scotland
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Glenfiddich is still owned by the family that founded it.


Just as true Champagne can come only from the Champagne region in France (see here), authentic Scotch malt whisky (spelled without an “e” and from the Gaelic uisge beatha meaning “water of life”) must be made on its native soil. There are distilleries all over Scotland—at any given time there are 18.5 million barrels of maturing whiskies—but the most celebrated home of whisky is the Highland region, and the very epicenter is Speyside—the valley of the River Spey—to the north of the Grampian Mountains. Here the finest examples of Scotland’s amber spirits have been produced for centuries.


Coming from the south, the gateway to the area is Grantown-on-Spey, where you can pick up the Malt Whisky Trail—a signposted route for drivers that leads to some of the most memorable spots at which to discover the mystery of the malt. These include the Glenfiddich Distillery in Dufftown, the whisky-making capital of the Western world; the Glenlivet Distillery, in the village of the same name; and Cardhu and Glen Grant, both near the town of Aberlour. Nearby are other companies, well known to whisky aficionados, such as Glen Moray, in Elgin, and Benromach, near Forres, as well as several smaller and lesser-known distilleries that all make tempting detours.


Each whisky made in Speyside has a distinct flavor, as a visit to a number of distilleries will prove. The use of pure water is key, as is the quality of the barley and the amount of peat used to stoke the fire used in the production. To fully appreciate these nuances, connoisseurs delight in sampling a range of single malts—as opposed to blended whisky, which is the marriage of single malts and “neutral” spirits and regarded as an inferior product. Keep to the genuine article, though, and after a few wee drams you’ll find the distinction between one amber elixir and the next may get a little cloudy.


Designated drivers can take their charges to Cawdor Cottages, a location hard to beat for either history or style. Set within the 50-square-mile estate belonging to the 1375 Cawdor Castle (see here), just west of Forres, its five cottages have been decorated with flawless, contemporary taste by Lady Cawdor, a former fashion-magazine editor. Or base yourself at the other end of the whisky trail, in Grantown-on-Spey, where small and friendly Dunallan House is a lovingly restored Victorian villa on a quiet street near the edge of town.


Where: 100 miles/161 km north of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.maltwhiskytrail.com. Cawdor Cottages: Tel 44/1667402-402; www.cawdor.com. Cost: 3-night minimum from $560 (off-peak), from $730 (peak). Dunallan House: Tel 44/1479-872-140; www.dunallan.com. Cost: from $120. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; May and Sep for Spirit of Speyside Whisky Festival.
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In the Footsteps of Rob Roy and Braveheart


_______________


Loch Lomond and the Trossachs


Scotland


Just beyond the city limits of Glasgow, the hills, lochs, and glens of the Trossachs (“bristly country”) provide an enticing first taste of the classic Scottish wildness usually associated with the more mountainous country farther north. This is where the Highlands meet the heather-clad Lowlands, whose centerpiece is Loch Lomond, the largest and most famous of Scotland’s fjordlike lakes.


It was here that Rob Roy (“Red Robert”) MacGregor—a real-life, 18th-century cattle dealer, Highlander, and outlaw—became a Scottish folk hero akin to England’s Robin Hood. His fame spread far beyond Scotland thanks mainly to Sir Walter Scott’s 1817 Rob Roy, a major blockbuster of its time.


Scott also found inspiration in the beauty of nearby Loch Katrine, where he set his narrative poem “The Lady of the Lake.” Both it and Loch Lomond (and dozens of others) lie within the 720-square-mile Trossachs National Park—Scotland’s first national park, established in 2002. Visitors come to hike and bike before stepping aboard the SS Sir Walter Scott, a small, century-old steamboat that plies the serene waters of Loch Katrine, which mirrors the forested shores beyond.


More heroes of Scotland’s turbulent history are recalled just a few miles east of the Trossachs at Stirling Castle, the country’s most significant stronghold: “He who holds Stirling, holds Scotland,” goes an ancient adage. Dating from the 12th century and second only to Edinburgh Castle (see here) in grandeur, it was the residence of the infant Mary, Queen of Scots: She was crowned here in 1543 at the age of 9 months. Just beyond is the National Wallace Monument, an impressive neo-Gothic tower overlooking the battlefield where William Wallace, legendary leader of Scotland’s struggle for independence (and better known as Braveheart), fought against the English in the 13th century.


The only struggle you’ll face is deciding where to stay. Monachyle Mhor, a remote, 18th-century pink farmhouse in the heart of the Trossachs has been transformed into a stylish family-run hotel with a celebrated restaurant that attracts foodies from miles around. Make time to visit the grave of Rob Roy in the churchyard of nearby Balquhidder as well as the charming town of Callander, situated neatly between Stirling and the Trossachs.


For a sampling of baronial life, there’s the Cameron House, a grand castle-turned-hotel on the banks of Loch Lomond. In addition to its elegant rooms and star chef Martin Wishart’s signature restaurant, the adjoining championship-standard Carrick course lets golfers test their skills. The best view in the house is from the spa’s pool on the rooftop terrace.


Where: Callander is 50 miles/80 km northwest of Edinburgh. Visitor info: www.lochlomond-trossachs.org. SS Sir Walter Scott and Loch Katrine: Tel 44/1877-376175; www.lochkatrine.com. When: Apr–Oct. Stirling Castle: 44/1786-450-000; www.stirlingcastle.gov.uk. Monachyle Mhor: Tel 44/1877-384-622; www.mhor.net. Cost: from $375; 5-course dinner $90. Cameron House: Tel 44/1389-755-565; www.devere-hotels.co.uk. Cost: from $205 (off-peak), $450 (peak); dinner $75. Best times: May–Sep for finest weather; 2nd Sun in Jul for Stirling Highland Games; last weekend in Jul for Callander Highland Games; Sep for autumn colors.
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Scotland’s Rocky Northern Outpost


_______________


Orkney Islands


Scotland
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Some 20 stones of the original 60 form the Ring of Brodgar, thought to have been erected more than 4,000 years ago.


Disconnected from the mainland by 6 miles of North Atlantic waters, the 67 islands that make up Scotland’s remote Orkney archipelago are often figuratively—and literally—off the map. Their history is unconnected from the rest of the country’s too: The islands have been part of Scotland only since the 1470s. Before that they were under Norwegian rule—a legacy of the Viking era, when Nordic peoples settled here and used the islands as a base for raids against other parts of Scotland. The Orkneys’ Neolithic sites, from a much earlier period, are some of the best preserved in Europe. These include the village of semi-underground stone houses at Skara Brae and the mysterious standing stones known as the Ring of Brodgar.


Ferries run from Aberdeen, on the Scottish mainland, to Kirkwall, the small but surprisingly lively Orkney capital on the island of Mainland—one of just 20 that are inhabited. Set up base at the small and contemporarily styled Albert Hotel, with a famously welcoming bar that offers a selection of Orkney ales. Or go for the more traditional décor of four-poster beds and antique accents at the Lynnfield Hotel, adjacent to the distillery that produces Orkney’s finest export, Highland Park Whisky. Its restaurant boasts 300 varieties of whisky.


If Mainland isn’t remote enough, the little island of Shapinsay is another ferry ride away. Thanks to a largely flat topography and fertile soil, it’s given over mostly to cattle and sheep rearing, and its small size makes it possible to walk around in a day. Secluded beaches and seal- and bird-watching (with some 300 species of the latter identified) are among the attractions, with a sound track of the bleating of lambs and the cries of seagulls against the ocean waves.


Balfour Castle is a major landmark of Shapinsay with its famous seven spires. Built in 1848 by local landowner Thomas Balfour, today the castle and 1,000-acre estate can be rented out for exclusive use by groups of 6 to 18. Days are spent fishing at sea or playing croquet on the lawn, but Balfour Castle’s best-known activity is shooting, particularly the specialty of “wildfowling” (for ducks and geese), which attracts hunting devotees from around the world.


Where: Mainland is 182 miles/293 km north of Aberdeen. Visitor info: www.visitorkney.com. Albert Hotel: Tel 44/1856876-000; www.alberthotel.co.uk. Cost: from $160. Lynnfield Hotel: Tel 44/1856-872-505; www.lynnfield.co.uk. Cost: from $185; dinner $55. Balfour Castle: Tel 44/1856-711-282; www.balfourcastle.co.uk. Cost: from $6,800 per day for a group of 18 guests, all-inclusive. Best times: Jun–Sep for nicest weather; Mar–Oct for birdlife; May for Orkney Traditional Folk Music festival.
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Birthplace of the Royal and Ancient Game


_______________


Scottish Golf


Scotland


There are more than 550 courses in Scotland—more per capita than in any other country in the world—and they’re some of the globe’s finest. Many are true “links” courses, a term derived from the old Scottish word for coastal dunes and scrubby undergrowth; it’s where trees are rare, bunkers are frequent, and unpredictable winds pose an additional hazard.


Officially recorded in 1552, golf is believed by historians to have originated in Scotland as a diversion for the bored aristocracy as early as the 14th century. You’ll feel like nobility yourself at the grand, storied hotels near many of the courses, where the raison d’être is to indulge guests with as much top-notch playing as the long hours of daylight will permit—with luxurious après-golf accommodations to boot.


The Old Course at St. Andrews is the world’s most legendary temple of golf, which explains why you sometimes need to reserve tee times up to a year in advance. Just steps away from the famous 17th fairway, the 144-room Old Course Hotel is one of the world’s premier golf resorts, its Kohler Waters Spa beloved by golf widows.


Near Edinburgh is the distinguished Muirfield, where top-level tournaments, including 11 Amateur Championships and 15 Open Championships, have been played over the years. Overlooking the fairways is the elegant Edwardian Greywalls Hotel, designed in 1901 by Edwin Lutyens (responsible for building much of New Delhi) and exuding the warmth of a private home.


Scotland’s other hallowed greens include Gleneagles, host of the 2014 Ryder Cup. Its venerable Queen’s and King’s courses and its PGA Centenary Course, designed by Jack Nicklaus, are all framed by remarkable scenery. Beyond the Highland city of Inverness is the Royal Dornoch Golf Club; at just 6 degrees short of the Arctic Circle, it is the most northerly of the world’s great courses as well as the third oldest on record. The historic club at Turnberry offers three magnificently situated coastal courses and even has its own lighthouse, while Carnoustie (6 miles east of Dundee) has a reputation for being treacherous—though world champions call it the best in Britain.


Visitor info: http://golf.visitscotland.com. St. Andrews: Tel 44/1334-466-718; www.standrewsgolf.com. Cost: greens fees for Old Course $125 (off-peak), $255 (peak). Old Course Hotel: Tel 44/1334-474-371; www.oldcoursehotel.co.uk. Cost: from $250. Muirfield: Tel 44/1620-842-123; www.muirfield.org.uk. Cost: greens fees for visitors $335. Greywalls Hotel: Tel 44/1620-842144; www.greywalls.co.uk. Cost: from $410. Other Courses: www.gleneagles.com; www.royaldornoch.com; www.turnberry.co.uk; www.carnoustiegolflinks.co.uk. Best time: May–Sep for nicest weather conditions, although greens fees rise during this period.
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Bookworm’s Delight


_______________


Hay-on-Wye


Mid Wales, Wales
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Bookstores flourish in this small Welsh town.


A stride the border between England and Wales is compact little Hay-on-Wye. Often simply called Hay (the suffix comes from the River Wye, which flows through the town), this is the world’s capital of antiquarian and secondhand books, and a monument to British eccentricity.


Hay was once a sleepy market town surrounded by sheep-grazed hills. Then along came Richard Booth in the 1960s, determined to reverse its economic decline by converting an empty building into the town’s first bookstore. Thanks to his perseverance (and some successful publicity stunts, such as declaring Hay an independent nation), book buyers came in droves, and the town with a population of 2,000 now has more than 20 bookstores stocking millions of titles among them.


Hay’s annual Festival of Literature, known to bibliophiles everywhere since 1988, is the largest gathering of its type in Britain, with writers and poets coming from around the world to give readings and hold informal discussions about their work. (Guest speakers have included Bill Clinton, who famously called it “the Woodstock of the mind.”) Such is its success that satellite Hay Festivals now take place in locations as varied as Belfast, Cartagena, and Beirut.


After trawling the endless shelves looking for an elusive title, rest your legs at the Old Black Lion, one of Hay’s most venerable pubs and restaurants. There are ten comfortable rooms upstairs, and breakfasts are especially good.


Or leave the town behind and travel into the 500-square-mile Brecon Beacons National Park, a broad range of rolling whaleback hills that separate the tranquil farmland and empty moors of Mid Wales from the industrialized valleys of the southeast. The main town, Brecon, is a good base for explorations, and it’s home to a Hay sibling event: the annual Brecon Jazz Festival.


Stop at the White Swan Inn in Llanfrynach, about 15 miles south of Hay; the food is excellent, and the friendly ambience may tempt you to linger on one of the fireside sofas. Or head 10 minutes west from Hay to Llangoed Hall, a grand country hotel with a rich history (some parts date back to the 1600s) and several distinguished past owners, including the architect of Portmeirion (see here) and Sir Bernard Ashley, cofounder, with wife, Laura, of the company that still bears her name. If you can tear yourself away from the delightfully decorated rooms, not to mention the fine restaurant, the River Wye wends its way through the hotel grounds (providing guests with some of the best salmon and trout fishing in Britain), while the 10 acres of pristine gardens offer views across to the dramatic Brecon Beacons on the horizon.


Where: 150 miles/245 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.hay-on-wye.co.uk. Old Black Lion: Tel 44/1497-820-841; www.oldblacklion.co.uk. Cost: from $160; dinner $45. Brecon Beacons National Park: www.breconbeacons.org. White Swan: Tel 44/1874-665-277; www.whiteswanbrecon.co.uk. Cost: dinner $40. Llangoed Hall: Tel 44/1874-754-525; www.llangoedhall.co.uk. Cost: from $280; dinner $105. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; late May–early Jun for Hay Festival; mid-Aug for Brecon Jazz Festival.
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Stalwart Symbols of the Past


_______________


The Castles of North Wales


North Wales, Wales


No other country on earth has as many castles per square mile as Wales. From Roman garrisons and Norman strongholds to medieval forts and fanciful follies of the Victorian era, the history of Wales is writ large in some 600 solid piles of stone. The finest collection of fortresses is in north Wales, most of them constructed at the end of the 13th century by England’s empire-building King Edward I to impress and ultimately subdue the fiery Welsh.


If you’re driving from England, the mighty Conwy Castle will likely be your first stop; as well as admiring the castle itself, be sure to take a walk along the perfectly preserved defensive walls that surround the medieval town. Just 10 miles to the west, on the island of Anglesey (Wales’s largest, and where Will and Kate spent the first years of their marriage), the towers and battlements of Beaumaris Castle overlook the waters of Conwy Bay. Farther south is the dramatic ruin of Harlech Castle—inspiration for “Men of Harlech,” an unofficial Welsh national anthem.


But the greatest of all is the crenellated Caernarfon Castle, with its distinctive octagonal towers. Edward II, born here in 1284, was given the honorary title of Prince of Wales as a clear symbol to the Welsh that the English were in charge, and to this day it is a title conferred on the eldest son of the reigning British monarch. The investiture of Prince Charles, the current Prince of Wales, took place at Caernarfon in 1969 amid great pomp and ceremony.


In sharp contrast to foreboding castle battlements are the genteel surrounds of Bodnant Garden, a few miles south of Conwy in Tay-y-Cafn, overlooking the Conwy Valley. It is one of the country’s most luxuriant gardens, particularly when seen against the postcard-perfect backdrop of the mountains of Snowdonia (see here). Fragrantly covering around 80 acres, the plantings are arranged in formal Italian-style terraces near the manor house and lead down to a woodland of colorful flowers, exotic shrubs, magnificent trees, and rock arrangements.


Nearby Bodysgallen Hall, housed in a 17th-century building, offers similar vistas of Snowdonia; its antiques-furnished interiors, leavened with just the right modern touches, create a bucolic 200-acre retreat.


At the historic and more informal Groes Inn, near Conwy, a traditional British pub is the unexpected setting for truly exceptional food and 14 comfortable rooms, some with balconies overlooking the surrounding Welsh countryside. Meanwhile, more refined dining is the draw at the chic Seiont Manor Hotel, near Caernarfon. After dinner relax by the fire in the cozy lounge or stroll by moonlight in the delightful gardens.


Where: Conwy is 210 miles/340 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.gonorthwales.co.uk. Castle Info: www.cadw.wales.gov.uk. Bodnant Garden: Tel 44/1492-650460; www.bodnantgarden.co.uk. When: closed Dec–Jan. Bodysgallen Hall: Tel 44/1492584-466, www.bodysgallen.com. Cost: from $300; dinner $60. Groes Inn: Tel 44/1492650-545; www.groesinn.com. Cost: from $200; dinner $50. Seiont Manor Hotel: Tel 44/845-072-7550; www.handpickedhotels.co.uk. Cost: from $140; dinner $70. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; Mar–Apr and Oct for Bodnant Garden at its finest.
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Olympics of Welsh Culture


_______________


International Musical Eisteddfod


Llangollen, North Wales, Wales


Wales is known as “the Land of Song.” Its tradition of poetry and music stretches back to the ancient Celtic era and is symbolized by the harp, the country’s best-known instrument, in the same way that bagpipes represent Scotland. In more recent times, a vital part of Welsh culture has become that of male choirs—a tradition originating in the south Wales collieries of the mid-19th century and remaining strong today. It is said that when a Welsh male choir bursts into song, the audience bursts into tears, and the harmonies of the very best ensembles—a kind of aural waterfall—certainly seems spiritual.


Traditional poetry, harp music, male choirs, and much more are major attractions at eisteddfods (the plural in Welsh is eistedd-fodau), festivals of Welsh music and language which trace their roots back to a 12th-century Celtic tradition of traveling bards. Today, eisteddfods are held annually across the country, with many of the events judged and winners declared in various categories. The pinnacle is the weeklong National Eisteddfod of Wales (Eisteddfod Genedlaethol Cymru), the largest gathering of competitive poetry and song in Europe. It is a totally Welsh-speaking festival (with headphone translations available for non-Welsh speakers) that’s held in a different town every year, usually alternating between the north and the south.


In contrast, the International Musical Eisteddfod is held at the same venue every year—the charming town of Llangollen, with more than 4,000 performers of instrumental music, song, and dance from 50 countries around the world, often appearing in colorful national costume. It is recognized as one of the world’s greatest music and cultural festivals. Competitive events are held during the day, with evenings given over to concerts, all of it intending to promote Wales’s place in the wider world as well as global peace and harmony.


Where: Llangollen is 190 miles/308 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.new.llangollen.org.uk. National Eisteddfod: www.eisteddfod.org.uk. When: 1 week, early Aug. Llangollen International Musical Eisteddfod: Tel 44/1978-862-000; www.international-eisteddfod.co.uk. When: 1 week, early Jul.
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Nature’s Beauty and One Man’s Legacy


_______________


Llŷn Peninsula


North Wales, Wales
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Portmeirion took its inspiration from southern Italy.


Jutting out from northwest Wales is a very special corner of the country: the Llyn Peninsula (or Lleyn, its English name). It’s a popular holiday destination, thanks to an unspoiled rural landscape and a sandy, picturesque coastline.


Seaside resorts on the south side of the peninsula, such as Abersoch and Pwllheli, overlook the waters of Tremadoc Bay and are thus sheltered from the weather. To the north, the coast is rockier, with beaches such as Trefor and Nefyn Bay overlooked by the distinctive range of conical hills—including the three summits of Yr Eifl—that dominate the skyline. With a landscape like this, it comes as no surprise that much of the Llyn Peninsula is designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, a protection given to locations in England and Wales, second in importance only to national parks.


Near Pwllheli is one of the Llyn Peninsula’s gems, Plas Bodegroes, a handsome Georgian manor-house-turned-boutique-hotel whose quiet is broken only by birdsong. The emphasis here falls firmly on the cuisine—it’s a “restaurant with rooms” more than a hotel, and it’s one of the best places to eat in the country, serving temptations such as seared Nefyn Bay scallops with Carmarthen ham and butter pudding served with Welsh whisky ice cream.


At the far southeastern part of the peninsula is the historic town of Criccieth, with its 13th-century castle, one of the many constructed or strengthened in this region by King Edward I of England; other examples are Conwy and Caernarfon (see here). Also here is the Moelwyn, another “restaurant with rooms,” where the fabulous sea views from the vast picture windows are as enticing as the menu.


Nearby, the village of Portmeirion, more redolent of southern Italy than Wales with its campanile and piazzas, stands atop a wooded hillside with romantic views of sea, sand, and mountains. Reportedly inspired by a trip to Portofino, Welsh architect Sir Bertram Clough Williams-Ellis built the village in pieces, from 1925 to 1975, when it was completed on his 90th birthday.


At the edge of the village, down by the sea, is the Hotel Portmeirion, one of the architect’s early ventures. Inaugurated in 1926, it reopened in 1990 after a major fire and has since been refurbished to its original charm, with an interior that’s both opulent and informal. Noël Coward was inspired to write Blithe Spirit, his most ethereal play, while staying here.


Where: 200 miles/324 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.llyn.info. Plas Bodegroes: Tel 44/1758-612-363; www.bodegroes.co.uk. Cost: from $210; dinner $70. Moelwyn: Tel 44/1766-522-500; www.themoelwyn.co.uk. Cost: from $90; dinner $40. Hotel Portmeirion: Tel 44/1766-770000; www.portmeirion-village.com. Cost: from $200. Best times: May–Sep for nicest weather; May, Jun, Sep, and Oct for local festivals.
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Arthurian Mountains and Victorian Railways


_______________


Snowdonia National Park


North Wales, Wales
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Trains grant easy access to Snowdon’s peak.


Wales is as famed for stunning landscapes as for its historic castles, and the mountains of Snowdonia offer unparalleled grandeur and beauty. Dominating the scenery of northern Wales and protected as a national park (the first of three in the country and the largest), the area takes its name from Snowdon, at 3,560 feet the highest point in Wales (and higher than anything in England). According to myth, this rugged peak is watched over by the spirit of King Arthur, while underneath the rocky slopes his Knights of the Round Table lie sleeping. Its Welsh name, Yr Wyddfa, means “tomb,” referring to the grave of Rhita Gawr, the legendary giant slain by King Arthur.


Unlike in many other countries, the national parks of Britain are inhabited, and Snowdonia is no exception—it is home to over 26,000 people. One of the villages within its rugged terrain, Llanberis, is the departure point for a 3-hour trek to the summit. A more relaxing ascent is on the Snowdon Mountain Railway, installed for Victorian sightseers a century ago with steam-powered locomotives still going strong today. Trains stop just 70 feet below the peak, leaving an easy climb for the final stage. From the top, on a clear day, you can see much of the park’s 840 square miles and as far as Ireland’s Wicklow Mountains (see here), 90 miles away across the Irish Sea.


There are endless opportunities to hike and bike on marked trails amid a vast range of spectacular scenery and wildlife. For train buffs, there are other narrow-gauge steam railways within the park; most were originally built to transport slate from quarries on the high ground to harbors on the coast, but now they provide entertaining rides through the Welsh countryside, connecting tiny villages and remote stations, such as Dduallt, still not accessible by car.


Just beyond the park’s southern border in Eglwys Fach, near the historic town of Machynlleth, is Ynyshir Hall. Once owned by Queen Victoria, it’s now a hideaway hotel, perfect for guests seeking luxury in a tranquil, rural location with acres of romantic gardens and parkland. The main house, with just ten rooms and an acclaimed restaurant, dates back to the 15th century, giving a palpable sense of royal history, with the mountains of Snowdonia still within easy reach.


Where: Machynlleth is 176 miles/283 km northwest of London. Visitor info: www.eryrinpa.gov.uk/visiting; www.greatlittletrainsofwales.co.uk. Ynyshir Hall: Tel 44/1654-781-209; www.ynyshirhall.co.uk. Cost: from $330; dinner $85. Best times: May–Sep for pleasant weather; Jul–Aug is busiest.
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Poetic Landscapes


_______________


Dylan Thomas Country


South Wales, Wales
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Thomas lived and wrote here from 1949 to 1953.


In the county of Camarthenshire is the little coastal town of Laugharne (Talacharn), best known as the home of Dylan Thomas (1914–1953), the nation’s favorite poet. A simple white cross in St. Martin’s churchyard marks his grave and that of his wife, Caitlin, and there are still a few old-timers in town who remember him sitting in the bar at Brown’s Hotel, where he would regularly enjoy a pint.


“The Boathouse,” where he lived with Caitlin for the last years of his life, is now a museum whose quiet setting overlooking the estuary of the River Taf exudes a lyric beauty. Nearby, his writing shed is just as he left it, filled with his papers, manuscripts, and furnishings. It was here that he wrote some of his most famous works, including part of Under Milk Wood, his landmark “play for voices,” that was translated into the classic 1972 film, shot close by, starring Elizabeth Taylor, Peter O’Toole, and the Welsh-born Richard Burton.


For a place to stay in Laugharne, the finest is The Corran Resort & Spa, a luxurious hotel just to the south of the village. Originally part of a 16th-century dairy farm, the main building is now a stylish mix of modern and traditional designs, while the restaurant has the relaxing air of a conservatory.


Thomas was born and educated east of Laugharne in Swansea, Wales’s second largest city. He worked on the local newspaper there and frequented the local pubs, especially in the area known as the Mumbles. Today, his life and work are celebrated at the Dylan Thomas Centre, in an area near the city’s former docks now revitalized as the Maritime Quarter; the Centre is a focal point for Thomas-related studies and regular arts events, including the annual Dylan Thomas Festival.


From Swansea, stretching for 15 miles into the waters of Carmarthen Bay, is the sparsely populated Gower Peninsula, a scenic enclave of green hills, rocky hillocks, and sandy, surf-pounded beaches. In the heart of this officially declared Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is the suitably magical Fairyhill Hotel, in the village of Reynoldston. This 200-year-old country house has just eight inviting rooms, ensuring a peaceful stay, while the highly regarded restaurant lets you enjoy a taste of Wales.


Where: Laugharne is 180 miles/308 km west of London. Visitor info: www.dylanthomasboathouse.com. The Corran: Tel 44/1994-427-417; www.thecorran.com. Cost: from $310; dinner $65. Fairyhill Hotel: Tel 44/1792-390-139; www.fairyhill.net. Cost: from $295; dinner $70. Best times: May–Sep for nicest weather; late Oct–Nov for 12-day Dylan Thomas Festival, in Swansea.
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In the Footsteps of Wordsworth


_______________


Wye Valley


Southeast Wales, Wales
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Wordsworth and Tennyson found inspiration in Tintern Abbey.


For much of its southern extent, the border between England and Wales is marked by the River Wye. Starting as a small stream on the mountain of Plynlimon (Pumlumon in Welsh means “five peaks”) the river flows through the remote hills of mid-Wales to reach Hay-on-Wye (see here). South of here is the historic frontier town of Monmouth, with its castle built by a baron of William the Conqueror in 1067 (just a year after the seminal Battle of Hastings) and considerably damaged in the 17th century during the English Civil War.


Near Monmouth, the river is forced between cliffs and over rapids at a place called Symonds Yat, and the Wye Valley becomes narrow, with trees covering the steep slopes on both sides. On a bend in the river stand the ruins of Tintern Abbey. Centuries ago, a monk of the abbey wrote, “You will find among the woods something you never found in books,” and the sense of peace and tranquility remains very much in place today.


Once a thriving center for religion and learning, and the richest abbey in Wales, it was founded in 1131 by Cistercian monks; today’s soaring structure (ruined but remarkably intact in spots, and still spectacular) dates from the 13th century. Before being dissolved by Henry VIII in 1536, Tintern had grown to include an abbey church, chapter house, infirmary, and dining hall. Their remains are still clearly visible, with fine arches and traces of vast windows standing against the sky, the whole edifice an outstanding example of the medieval Gothic style.


Roofless and almost forgotten for 300 years, Tintern Abbey was rediscovered in the 18th century by artists and poets in search of picturesque locations. One such visitor was William Wordsworth; enchanted by this sylvan setting, he penned his much loved sonnet celebrating the greatness of God in nature: “And I have felt, a presence that disturbs me with the joy of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime. . . .”


Continue down the river to its mouth, where it meets the giant River Severn near the town of Chepstow. Here is another castle, built at the same time as Monmouth’s, though it has weathered the years in better shape, making it one of the oldest surviving stone castles in Britain. Overlooking the river from its perch on the cliffs, its impressive towers are a reminder of the castle’s strategic importance in days gone by, and a perfect finish to a tour along the beautiful River Wye.


Where: 120 miles/194 km west of London. Visitor info: www.visitwyevalley.com. Where to stay: Small and romantic and with an acclaimed restaurant, the Crown at Whitebrook is located between Monmouth and Tintern. Tel 44/1600-860-254; www.crownatwhitebrook.co.uk. Cost: from $190; dinner $85. Best times: late Jul for Monmouth Music Festival; late Aug for Monmouth Show, one of the largest festivals of agriculture and country life in Wales; Sep–Oct for fall colors.
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Sacred Site on a Scenic Coastline


_______________


St. Davids Cathedral


Pembrokeshire, West Wales, Wales


The cathedral dedicated to the patron saint of Wales is the largest in the country—all out of proportion to the tiny town of St. Davids, with a population less than 2,000, in which it sits. Unlike many other cathedrals that dominate their surroundings, St. Davids is hidden away in a valley, a reminder of the days when it needed to be secluded from Viking raiders and marauding pirates. It’s a short walk beyond the shops and houses of the town center, along a narrow street and through an ancient gatehouse, to reach the viewpoint overlooking the cathedral; a long flight of steps leads you down to its door.


St. David was born in this coastal corner of southwestern Wales around A.D. 500 and returned later in life to found a monastic community that grew to great importance. The cathedral, begun in the 12th century, was built in the same spot, flanked by the once magnificent Bishop’s Palace, now a glorious ruin. St. David is buried here, making it Wales’s most sacred site, with visitors still flocking as they did in the Middle Ages when the cathedral was one of Britain’s most important places of pilgrimage.


Modern-day pilgrims are also drawn to St. Davids these days as a top food destination, thanks to innovative restaurants such as Cwtch. From the Welsh word for “hug,” or “cuddle,” the place entices diners with top-quality food served in smart yet informal surroundings.


The town of St. Davids is one of many settlements within the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park—Britain’s only coastal national park—comprising more than 186 miles of protected coastline. With craggy cliffs, stacks and blowholes, narrow inlets, and huddled bays, the park also contains a hinterland of rolling hills, the tranquil waterways of the Daugleddau Estuary, and the rocky peaks of the Preseli Mountains, said to be the mystical source of some of the stone menhirs that make up Stonehenge (see here). Big waves and sandy beaches attract surfers and families, while hikers enjoy a network of cliff-top and seaside footpaths in the company of wildflowers and seabirds. In 2012, the coastal path became part of the larger Wales Coast path, an 870-mile walking route around the entire country.


In the hamlet of Molleston, just outside Narberth and a gateway to the park from the east, is the Grove, one of the region’s finest hotels. The 18th-century country house has been beautifully restored with 20 elegant rooms, a relaxed ambience, and first-class service. Other highlights include the contemporary restaurant and the exquisite garden.


Where: 220 miles/356 km west of London. Visitor info: www.visitpembrokeshire.com; www.walescoastpath.gov.uk. Cwtch: Tel 44/1437-720-491; www.cwtchrestaurant.co.uk. Cost: dinner $50. The Grove: Tel 44/1834860-915; www.thegrove-narberth.co.uk. Cost: from $290; dinner $85. Best times: Mar 1 for St. David’s Day; late May–Jun for St. Davids Cathedral Festival, featuring classical music; mid-Aug for Pembrokeshire County Show.




[image: Images]


Moody Moonscapes to Stone Castles


_______________


The Coast of Clare


County Clare, Ireland
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The Cliffs of Moher are among Ireland’s most photographed natural wonders.


A wonderland of all things rocky, the coast of County Clare runs the gamut from stone pastures and towering cliffs to a cluster of romantic castles. The area simply known as the Burren (in Irish boireann, or “stony place”), stretching 116 square miles below Galway Bay on Clare’s northwestern edge, is a crackled landscape of steel-gray limestone exposed by the last ice age. It may seem barren at first glance, but up close, you’ll see some of the nearly 1,000 species of wildflowers and plants in the only place in Europe where Mediterranean and Alpine flowers grow side by side. A well-signposted hiking trail, the 28-mile Burren Way, leads across rolling hills and winds up at Ballyvaughan and Gregans Castle Hotel, a refined 18th-century manor house with a celebrated restaurant that welcomes the weary. It takes its name from the 15th-century former residence of the Prince of the Burren, across the way.


Doolin, on the coast, is Ireland’s hotbed of trad (traditional) music. It is a one-street town, with more than its share of music pubs: McDermott’s, McGann’s, and Gus O’Conor’s. Stop to wet your whistle and tap your feet before picking up the Burren Way, which winds south to the Cliffs of Moher, Ireland’s most recognizable landmark. Stretching 5 miles along the Atlantic, these shale and sandstone cliffs drop more than 700 feet into the churning ocean and are home to major colonies of seabirds. Though the area is always crowded with tour buses, you can still enjoy a quiet moment if you arrive at sunset.


Contrived but nevertheless fun, raucous evenings at 15th-century Bunratty Castle, an Irish-village theme park, let you feast at eat-with-your-hands medieval banquets while seated at a torch-lit table and entertained with song. Make another castle your home for the night, at a historic hotel with exemplary service: Dromoland, the distinguished 16th-century ancestral home of the native Gaelic O’Briens, barons of Inchiquin and direct descendants of High King Brian Boru. The hotel has its own emerald green 18-hole, 410-acre golf course.


Where: The Burren is 33 miles/53 km north of Shannon. Visitor info: www.discoverireland.ie. Burren National Park: www.burrennationalpark.ie. Gregans Castle Hotel: Tel 353/65-707-7005; www.gregans.ie. Cost: from $200 (off-peak), from $300 (peak); dinner $85. When: closed Dec–mid-Feb. Bunratty Castle: Tel 353/61-360788; www.shannonheritage.com. Cost: $65. Dromoland Castle: Tel 353/61-36-8144; www.dromoland.ie. Cost: from $250 (off-peak), from $600 (peak); greens fees $75 (guests), $90 (nonguests). Best times: May–Jun for Burren flowers; late Feb for Doolin’s trad music festival.
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Heaven on the Green


_______________


Ireland’s Temples of Golf


Counties Clare and Kerry, Ireland
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Ballybunion golfers must factor the coastal winds into their swings.


With spectacular, rolling green countryside, Ireland ranks as one of the most scenic and respected golf destinations on earth. More than 400 courses surround idyllic castle hotels (such as Adare and Dromoland; see here and here) and ramble across emerald pastures (see Horse Country). Stellar courses reach from outside Dublin (the challenging championship Portmarnock Golf Links lies just 10 miles from the capital) to Donegal, to Northern Ireland (see Causeway Coast and the Kingdom of Mourne, pp. 77 and 79). But the outstanding links of Ireland’s southwest remain the most visited.


Topping the wish list of many is the Ballybunion Golf Club, which graces the blustery gray coast of County Kerry. The closing stretch of its Old Course is considered among the most difficult anywhere, a “true test of golf,” to quote five-time British Open champion Tom Watson. Lahinch Golf Club, in nearby County Clare, rivals its neighbor in both beauty and popularity, with an Old Course that undulates along the rugged coastline of Liscannor Bay, hiding greens, testing challengers, and earning the nickname “the St. Andrew’s of Ireland,” in reverence of the famed Scottish links (see here). Between these two landmarks stands the much younger but equally impressive Doonbeg Golf Club. Opened in 2002 and acquired by Donald Trump in 2014, the course was designed by Greg Norman, who marveled at the mountainous dunes along Doughmore Bay and took full advantage of their natural offerings.


The riches don’t end there. Waterville Links winds along Ballinskelligs Bay, and boasts inspiring views of the water and the Macgillycuddy Reeks mountain range. Killarney National Park’s three courses can be found at the Killarney Golf & Fishing Club. The most revered is Killeen: Reopened in 2006, it now makes even better use of its position along Lough Leane, the largest freshwater lake of the region as well as an enchanting backdrop (and obstacle to avoid). The outstanding Arnold Palmer–designed Tralee is an invigorating course that hugs the Atlantic before snaking through towering dunes and crossing treacherous ravines, leaving its players to understand why Palmer claimed that he “designed the first nine, but surely God designed the back nine.”


Ballybunion Golf Culb: Tel 353/68-27146; www.ballybuniongolfclub.ie. Cost: greens fees $120 (off-peak), $220 (peak). Lahinch Golf Culb: Tel 353/65-708-1003; www.lahinchgolf.com. Cost: greens fees $70 (off-peak), $200 (peak). Doonbeg Golf Culb: Tel 353/65-905-5600; www.doonbeggolfclub.com. Cost: greens fees $70 (off-peak), from $170 (peak). Waterville Golf Links: Tel 353/66-947-4102; www.watervillegolfclub.ie. Cost: greens fees $75 (off-peak), $200 (peak). Killarney Golf & Fishing Club: Tel 353/64-663-1034; www.killarney-golf.com. Cost: greens fees $70 (off-peak), from $125 (peak). Tralee Golf Culb: Tel 353/66-713-6379; www.traleegolfclub.com. Cost: greens fees $75 (off-peak), $220 (peak). How: U.S.-based Irish Links specializes in custom-designed golf tours to all of Ireland’s champion links. Tel 800-824-6538 or 203-363-0970; www.irish-links.com. Best time: Apr–Sep for nicest weather and when nonmembers are most welcomed.
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Heavenly Music and Divine Inspiration


_______________


Cork Jazz Festival and Blarney Castle


County Cork, Ireland


Cork may be Ireland’s number two city, but it hosts the country’s number one jazz festival, which provides a long weekend of fun before the chill of winter settles in. The city is the south’s sporting and commercial capital and is the source of two well-loved dry stouts, Murphy’s and Beamish—still it is their chief competitor, Guinness, that sponsors the fest, a city staple since 1978. Beer plays a vital role in keeping the beat, though one overshadowed by the power, quality, and diversity of the music in a country in love with its musical heritage. The big-time international names perform in major venues around town, but the pubs and street corners can offer up some of the festival’s most inspiring, and spontaneous, performances by up-and-coming talents. The enthusiasm for the arts also includes poetry readings, gallery shows, film screenings, and concerts showcasing hip-hop, blues, and world music. But jazz is the clear driver, so much so that a concurrent jazz festival runs in neighboring Kinsale (18 miles southwest, see here). For a dose of traditional music, stop by An Spailpín Fánac (The Migrant Laborer), a classic Irish pub. More Irish hospitality can be found just a short walk from the city center at the Hayfield Manor, a family-run hotel that combines the warmth and charm of a 19th-century manor house with modern amenities and strikingly attentive service.


Yes, it’s tourisy, but don’t miss your chance to attain the “gift of the gab” by kissing the Blarney Stone. Join the hordes that come from the distant corners of the world to clamber up the steep steps of 500-year-old Blarney Castle, 5 miles northwest of Cork. Then lie on your back over a sheer drop of 120 feet (strong-armed “holders” guarantee that there are no mishaps) to kiss a rock believed to have made its way here in 1314 from Scotland. Regardless of its origin, the stone was always believed to have special powers and remains one of the country’s most enduring symbols.


Where: 76 miles/122 km southeast of Shannon. Cork Jazz Festival: www.guinnessjazzfestival.com. When: 3 to 5 days in late Oct. An Spailpín Fánac: Tel 353/21-427-7949. Hayfield Manor Hotel: Tel 353/21-484-5900; www.hayfieldmanor.ie. Cost: from $230. Blarney Castle: Tel 353/21-438-5252; www.blarneycastle.ie.




[image: Images]


From Famine to Food Revolution


_______________


Culinary Cork


County Cork, Ireland


County Cork once saw masses of emigrants fleeing the 19th-century famine, known as the Great Hunger, but today it’s the epicenter of Ireland’s culinary reawakening and Slow Food movement. Its reputation as a food capital was launched when Myrtle Allen opened the restaurant at Ballymaloe House in 1964, and grew as her daughter-in-law Darina founded Ballymaloe’s now famous Cookery School. With orchards, gardens, and a 100-acre farm outside its front door, Ballymaloe emphasizes cooking the freshest ingredients simply. Darina helped found the nearby farmers market in Midleton, which is known for its food festival, its former Jameson distillery with 18th-century mill, and its beloved Farmgate Restaurant.


In Cork City, Farmgate’s sister café, upstairs at the famous redbrick English Market, offers breakfasts and lunches made with impeccable ingredients from the market’s plethora of butchers, fishmongers, produce stands, bakeries, and cheese purveyors. Nearby, prized Café Paradiso serves dinners with locally sourced vegetables crafted into dishes by Cork native chef Denis Cotter that will tempt even stubborn meat eaters. South of Cork City, small seaside Kinsale, with its harbor full of bobbing boats, is called Ireland’s Culinary Capital for its International Gourmet Festival every October. Great dining can be had year-round at its many fine restaurants, such as longtime favorite Fishy Fishy, where treats include warm seafood salad tossed with sweet-spicy sauce and haddock battered with locally brewed lager.


Cork’s guesthouses welcome with excellent food too. At Longueville House, his ancestral 18th-century Georgian mansion, acclaimed chef William O’Callaghan whips up salmon, trout, lamb, pork, and game (often smoked in their private smokehouse) from his 500-acre estate. He also offers Ireland’s only apple brandy. Elegant yet relaxed Ballyvolane, is another well-known Georgian inn, renovated in the Italianate style, and near the salmon-rich Blackwater River. Ballyvolane hosts four-course dinners showcasing local artisanal specialties; the proprietor’s father tends the vegetable garden and livestock. Homemade cookies and cordials await visitors in each of the six guest rooms, and the kitchen can prepare picnic lunches, handy for visits to their Blackwater Salmon Fishery, which affords angling guests private access to the storied river.


Where: Cork City is 76 miles/123 km southeast of Shannon. Visitor info: www.goodfoodireland.ie. Ballymaloe: Tel 353/21-465-2531; www.ballymaloe.ie. Cost: rooms from $250; 5-course dinner $85. Farmgate: www.farmgate.ie. In Midleton, tel 353/21-463-2771. Cost: dinner $20. In Cork City, tel 353/21-427-8134; Cost: lunch $20. Café Paradiso: Tel 353/21-427-7939; www.cafeparadiso.ie. Cost: dinner $50. Fishy Fishy: Tel 353/21-4700415; www.fishyfishy.ie. Cost: dinner $50. Longueville House: Tel 353/2247156, in the U.S., 800-323-5463; www.longuevillehouse.ie. Cost: from $230; dinner $90. Ballyvolane: Tel 353/25-36349; www.ballyvolanehouse.ie. Cost: from $250; dinner $75. Best times: Sep for Skibbereen’s Taste of West Cork Festival, Cork’s EAT Cork Festival, and Midleton’s Food and Drink Festival; Oct for Kinsale’s International Gourmet Food Festival.
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The Island’s Northernmost Fringe


_______________


Wild Donegal


County Donegal, Ireland
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Ireland’s highest sea cliffs lie along the Slieve League peninsula.


Rural, rugged, and always breathtaking, Donegal has a distinctive, top-o’-the-world feel. Its sea-torn coastline, in Ireland’s northwestern corner, faces the open ocean in the direction of Iceland (see here) and Greenland (see here), and its wild waves, seaside caverns, waterfalls, forests, and mountains afford boundless opportunity for outdoor adventure. Explore it all by sea kayaking, scuba diving, hiking, surfing, or wildlife-watching. You’ll find whales, basking sharks, and a variety of birds from puffins to peregrine falcons here.


The 30-mile-long Slieve League peninsula has some of Europe’s tallest sea cliffs. It is Donegal’s dramatic highlight, with a narrow trail along its top, the heart-stopping One Man’s Pass. On the same peninsula, you’ll find Slí Cholmcille’s Way, a marked long-distance walking route that leads to graceful Assarancagh (Eas a’ Ranca) Waterfall and stunning Glengesh Pass with its verdant mountains, valleys, and striking switchbacks. (If you’re not up for exploring by foot, you can always drive the pass.) Glenveagh National Park—with placid lakes, heathered bogland, grazing red deer, and golden eagles overhead—is an essential wilderness excursion with a neo-Gothic castle at its heart.


The region has tenaciously preserved its heritage. For many, Irish Gaelic is the primary language here, including on Tory (Toraigh) Island, where the year-round population of almost 200 elect their own “king.” Currently he is Patsy Dan Rogers, an original member of the Tory School of Art (a celebrated style of primitive painting) who shows up to greet all passenger ferries.


On Donegal’s northern periphery, a gorgeous fjord, Lough Swilly (Lake of Shadows), cuts a deep-set inlet. Deserted beaches skirt the edges of Swilly, where Rathmullan House is found, an informal and welcoming 19th-century guesthouse set in lush gardens, whose award-winning restaurant celebrates the local bounty.


Across Swilly, the pre-Celtic fort Grianan Ailligh, restored in the 1800s, stands on a hill with magnificent views, including the Inishowen Peninsula to the north. Drive the Inis Eoghain 100, a scenic 100-mile loop, and stop at the northernmost point in Ireland, Malin Head’s rocky promontory. Due to its northern location, summer skies stay light long into the night, and as autumn approaches, a rare glimpse of the aurora borealis might be seen. This is some of Europe’s finest star-gazing.


Where: 168 miles/271 km northwest of Dublin. Visitor info: www.discoverireland.ie/northwest. National Trails Office: www.irishtrails.ie. Rathmullan House: Tel 353/74-915-8188; www.rathmullanhouse.com. Cost: from $190; dinner $60. When: Mar–Oct; weekends only Nov, Dec, and Feb. Closed Jan. Best times: May–Aug for nicest weather; Jul for Earagail Arts Festival; Aug for guided hill walks and bird- and whale-watching during National Heritage Week.
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Flavors Along the Liffey


_______________


Edible Dublin


Dublin, Ireland


Once known solely as a pub-grub destination, Dublin has—over the last few decades—become a gastronomic contender. Frenchman Patrick Guilbaud first opened his restaurant here in 1981, underpinning his elegant French menu with the finest Irish ingredients—fillet of Wicklow lamb, Clogher Head lobster, west coast king scallops—and paving the way for a citywide culinary awakening. Restaurant Patrick Guilbaud continues its reign in the Merrion Hotel, which is composed of four conjoined 18th-century town houses that feature lavish period furnishings, rococo plasterwork ceilings, peat-burning fireplaces, and a collection of Irish art. During Art Tea, the staff serves pastries inspired by the surrounding artwork, including miniature renditions of paintings, accompanied by a harpist on Sundays.


Like his French neighbor, Kevin Thornton reveres Ireland’s bounty, evident at the restaurant that bears his name in the Fitzwilliam Hotel and overlooks St. Stephen’s Green. He accompanies his signature dish, slowly braised suckling pig and trotter pomme Maxine, with a sauce of poitín, illegal Irish moonshine, one of the world’s strongest liquors.


Across the River Liffey, Chapter One Restaurant pays homage to Dublin’s obsession with all things literary. An adored institution in the basement of the Dublin Writers Museum (see here), the former home of whiskey distiller John Jameson, Chapter One has a refined cellar-vault ambience with stacked-stone walls, arches, and a green-veined marble bar. A charcuterie trolley with meats cured and smoked by artisans, and a chef’s table with a view of the kitchen’s “culinary theater,” make it a standout. Dublin has another literary-themed restaurant in the casual, homey Winding Stair, named after a W. B. Yeats poem. A landmark in the 1970s, when it hosted events for the creative community, it still has a popular bookshop beside the restaurant, which showcases informal fare like Irish seafood chowder with chorizo. High ceilings, old girders, sofas, bookshelves, bent-wood furniture, and a winding staircase make it heaven for hungry bookworms.


Share the Irish culture’s collective love of the leaf with tea at Temple Bar’s Clarence Hotel, owned by U2’s Bono and The Edge. The Clarence’s “enhanced” Afternoon Tea—champagne or cosmopolitans alongside traditional tea, sandwiches, and patisseries—is served beneath the 20-foot ceilings of its Tea Room Restaurant and in the Study Café, with wainscoting and antique refectory table, as well as in the Octagon Bar.


Restaurant Patrick Guilbaud: Tel 353/1-676-4192; www.restaurantpatrickguilbaud.ie. Cost: dinner $120. Merrion Hotel: Tel 353/1-603-0600; www.merrionhotel.com. Cost: from $250 (off-peak), from $485 (peak); Art Tea $55. Thornton’s: Tel 353/1-478-7008; www.thorntonsrestaurant.com. Cost: dinner $90. Chapter One: Tel 353/1-873-2266; www.chapteronerestaurant.com. Cost: dinner $90. The Winding Stair: Tel 353/1-872-7320; www.winding-stair.com. Cost: dinner $45. The Clarence: Tel 353/1-407-0800; www.theclarence.ie. Cost: from $185; afternoon tea $30. Best time: Jun for A Taste of Dublin Festival.
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Monuments of the Republic’s Revolt for Liberty


_______________


Historical Dublin


Dublin, Ireland


Strategically located at Dublin’s epicenter, the General Post Office (G.P.O.) is a landmark that launched the free Irish Republic. On Easter Monday of 1916, 1,200 armed citizens who wanted a self-ruled Ireland, free from British occupation, took it over, made it their headquarters, and set up garrisons around the city. From the G.P.O.’s portico, rebel leaders announced the founding of an independent Irish state by reading their Proclamation of the Republic. Street fighting between the rebels and British armed forces, who vastly outnumbered them, lasted for close to a week. When rebel leaders surrendered, Dublin lay in ruin and the G.P.O. had burned to a mere shell. Today, it stands proudly renovated, with a sculpture of Celtic warrior Cuchulainn dedicated to the rebels, an exhibition room on the significance of the “Rising,” and portico columns still bearing bullet pockmarks.


Farther out in Dublin sits Kilmainham Gaol, where British troops incarcerated most of the Rising’s leaders before executing them by firing squad. That led to enormous public objection and, in turn, to the War of Independence, the Anglo-Irish Treaty (root of the later “Troubles” in Northern Ireland; see here), and the founding of the Irish Free State. Tours through Kilmainham’s ghostly interior and outdoor execution yard are riveting.


Arbour Hill military cemetery, where most of the executed rebel leaders were buried, lies across the River Liffey—as does the Decorative Arts and History branch of the National Museum of Ireland, formerly the British Royal Military Barracks. Renamed Collins Barracks after Irish nationalist leader Michael Collins, the museum’s exhibition on the Easter Rising includes an original copy of the Proclamation of the Republic.


In 1967, on the Rising’s 50th anniversary, surviving rebel (and then president of Ireland) Eamon de Valera opened Dublin’s Garden of Remembrance. A place for contemplating subjugation, resurrection, and freedom, the park features a cross-shaped pool with a mosaic of broken spears and shields, symbolizing the Celtic tradition of casting weapons into rivers after hostilities ended. Beyond is a stone-inscribed poem predicting Ireland’s rebirth, and asking the generation of freedom to remember the “Generation of the Vision.”


G.P.O.: Tel 353/1-705-8833; www.anpost.ie. Historical sites info: www.heritageireland.ie/en/Dublin/. Kilmainham Gaol: Tel 353/1-453-5984. Arbour Hill Cemetary: Tel 353/1-821-3021. National Museum of Ireland: Tel 353/1-677-7444; www.museum.ie. Garden of Remembrance: Tel 353/1-821-3021. How: Historians at 1916 Rebellion Walking Tour lead groups to the locales of the Rising. Tel 353/868-583-847; www.1916rising.com. When: Mar–Oct. Best time: around Easter for the Rising’s anniversary.
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A Love of Language and the Written Word


_______________


Literary Dublin


Dublin, Ireland
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Celtic monks created the Book of Kells, now on display at Trinity College.


Ireland’s deep love of words stretches back to Druidic oral poetry, Celtic myth, and Ogham-alphabet writing inscribed on stone. The illuminated manuscripts of early Christian monastic scribes and traditional storytellers called seanchaí are part of Irish heritage too. Dublin names bridges and streets after writers, erects statues and memorials to commemorate them, and designates historical houses in their honor. It awards the world’s largest literary prize every year and attracts readers and scholars to its dozens of literary pubs. In 2010, the United Nations declared Dublin an official City of Literature.


Trinity College has an impressive roster of alumni that includes writers Jonathan Swift, Bram Stoker, Oscar Wilde, and Samuel Beckett. Founded in 1592, it collectively holds more than 5 million volumes, with 200,000 of the oldest housed in the 18th-century Old Library’s main chamber, the Long Room. The ground-floor area preserves the college’s star attraction: the early medieval Book of Kells. Dating from the early 9th century, Kells depicts the Four Gospels in Latin, on 680 vellum pages in four volumes (two are on display), magnificently embellished with elaborate patterns and animals in rich colors.


Dubliners was the first book written by James Joyce, the city’s most famous son. His masterpiece, Ulysses, recounts a single day in Dublin—June 16, 1904 (the same day as Joyce’s first date with wife Nora)—and is the focal point of today’s quirky Bloomsday festival, organized by the James Joyce Centre and drawing Joyce lovers from around the world. Often dressed in Edwardian garb—boater hats and waistcoats or long skirts—and carrying parasols, these Joyceans trace every footstep of the central characters, including those of Leopold Bloom, reliving turn-of-the-last-century Dublin. Numerous other writers are connected to Dublin, and three of Ireland’s four Nobel Prize winners for literature—George Bernard Shaw, W. B. Yeats (see here), and Samuel Beckett—were born here. The fourth, Seamus Heaney, transplanted himself here from the north.


The Dublin Writers Museum, located in an 18th-century house next to the Irish Writers Centre, is a fine place to start your visit. The museum displays books inscribed by Joyce and Yeats, plus pens, typewriters, portraits, Beckett’s telephone, Brendan Behan’s union card, and Shaw’s signed refusal to provide an autograph.


Writers not only lived and drank here, but died in Dublin too: Satirist Jonathan Swift is buried in St. Patrick’s Cathedral, where he was dean, and poet Gerard Manley Hopkins rests in Glasnevin Cemetery.


Visitor info: www.dublincityofliterature.com. Book of Kells: Tel 353/1-896-2320; www.ted.ie/library/bookofkells. James Joyce Centre: Tel 353/1-878-8547; www.jamesjoyce.ie. Dublin Writers Museum: Tel 353/1-872-2077; www.writersmuseum.com. Best times: Jun for Dublin Writers Festival; Jun 16 for Bloomsday; Oct for Dublin Theatre Festival.
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Celebrating All Things Irish


_______________


Pubs and St. Patrick’s Festival


Dublin, Ireland
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Live music is a tradition at O’Donoghue’s.


Dublin’s greatest asset has always been its people and their gifts of music and gab. You’ll find boatloads of both, along with plenty of craic (Irish for “sociable good times”) when you join the locals in one of the city’s 1,000-plus pubs. Here the thick, oil-black “Dublin gargle” (Guinness) reigns as the national drink and music is almost always a welcome by-product.


Brewed in Dublin since 1769, the “poetry in a glass” was once accompanied by advertising slogans such as “Guinness is good for you!” and inspires a reverence that may explain why Ireland boasts a yearly per capita beer consumption of 131 liters (second only to the Czech Republic; see here). For the full history of Arthur Guinness and his world-famous brew, spend a few fun hours at the Guinness Storehouse, the expansive former fermentation plant built in the shape of a mammoth pint glass and packing in a museum, a brewery open for tours, a restaurant, and the glass-encased top-floor Gravity Bar, with a 360-degree panoramic view of Dublin.


While today’s pub count might not compare to that of the mid-18th century (when Dublin had 2,000 alehouses, 300 taverns, and 1,200 brandy stores), plenty of choice places remain to draw a creamy pint of what James Joyce called “the wine of Ireland.” Just steps from the River Liffey on Lower Bridge Street is the oldest pub in Ireland, the lantern-lit Brazen Head. Born as a coaching inn in 1198 and licensed as a pub in 1661, it retains a timeworn charm and offers good food and nightly musical performances.


Just off St. Stephen’s Green, O’Donoghue’s, opened in 1934 in an 18th-century building, is a relative newcomer. It has always been known for its lively jam sessions, out of which sprang the ’60s folk crossover success the Dubliners. A few steps from the green on Duke Street, you’ll find Davy Byrne’s, established in 1889 and later made famous by James Joyce as a stop along Leopold Bloom’s journey in Ulysses (see here). Enjoy a Gorgonzola sandwich and a glass of burgundy in tribute to Bloom’s meal, or just soak up the Art Deco surroundings, complete with murals featuring the renowned scribe.


To see more writerly haunts, join the Dublin Literary Pub Crawl, a spirited and informative tour led by actors who share humorous anecdotes and recite lyrical lines by great Irish authors.


Pubs all across town kick into high gear when March rolls around and thoughts turn to honoring St. Patrick, the venerated patron saint of the country and the Irish Diaspora, who was born in Scotland and brought to Ireland as a slave in A.D. 432. Dublin is the home of the longest annual celebration (the largest takes place in New York City). The highlight of the 4- to 5-day festival is a parade that proudly marches down O’Connell Street, featuring drill teams, floats, and delegations from around the world. Other activities include concerts, carnival rides, and the All-Ireland finals for both Gaelic football and hurling at Croke Park stadium, both held on St. Patrick’s Day.


Guinness Storehouse: Tel 353/1-408-4800; www.guinness-storehouse.com. Brazen Head: Tel 353/1-677-9549; www.brazenhead.com. O’Donoghue’s: Tel 353/1-660-7194; www.odonoghues.ie. Davy Byrne’s: Tel 353/1-677-5217; www.davybyrnes.com. Literary Pub Crawl: Tel 353/1-670-5602; www.dublinpubcrawl.com. St. Patrick’s Festival: Tel 353/1-676-3205; www.stpatricksfestival.ie. When: 4 to 5 days surrounding Mar 17, parade on Mar 17.
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Windswept Outposts of Gaelic Culture


_______________


Aran Islands


County Galway, Ireland


With an ever-dwindling population, the trio of windblown Aran Islands, off Ireland’s western shore, offers a window onto centuries past. Visitors come here for the moody, starkly romantic beauty, where the primary language is Irish Gaelic and the occasional pony-and-trap cart still travels the narrow roads. Over a century ago, playwright John Millington Synge immortalized the Arans—scattered as they are with Iron Age stone forts, Neolithic wedges, early Christian churches, and clocháns (monastic beehive stone huts)—as “Ireland at its most exotic, colorful, and traditional.” In the 17th century, when British penal laws dictated that the native Irish migrate west, many traveled all the way to these hard-scrabble limestone islands, making do with the harsh terrain by turning sand and seaweed into fertile soil. Many of the Arans’ approximately 1,500 current residents can be counted as their descendants.


Most tourists today visit the largest island, Inishmore (Inis Mór), and Dún Aengus, the haunting ruins of a 4,000-year-old megalithic cliff fort. Every summer, the smallest island, Inisheer (Inis Oirr), hosts Craiceann (Irish for “skin”), a traditional bodhrán, or drum festival. Least-visited Inishmaan (Inis Meáin), the middle island, holds a charm all its own, known for its fishing nets piled on inverted currachs (traditional rowing boats) and a landscape divided into geometric labyrinths by endless stone walls and a population of just 200. Synge spent most of his time here, writing in a sheltered spot within a semicircle of stones and perched on a cliff edge looking over the ocean’s whitecapped waves. The spot is now marked with a stone plaque reading Cathaoir Synge (“Synge’s chair”). During summers here (a time that inspired The Playboy of the Western World, Riders to the Sea, and The Aran Islands), Synge lived in a thatched cottage that is now a seasonal museum filled with Synge memorabilia, and run by a descendant of his original host.


You can find a cluster of traditional B&Bs on Inishmaan, but for a unique experience, seek out the Inis Meáin Restaurant & Suites. Its streamlined style complements the surroundings with a simple exterior and five spare rooms that recall the islands’ monastic history, albeit luxuriously: Each has panoramic windows, an outdoor terrace, bikes, and fishing rods. Owners Marie-Therese and Ruairí de Blacam (a chef and island native) serve simple meals made with local ingredients: island vegetable soup, just-caught lobster and crab, and pudding with foraged-berry compote.


Each island holds a Pátrún (patron saint) festival in summertime that features boat races, donkey rides, and dancing on the piers. On June 23, known as St. John’s Eve, islanders light bonfires and keep them alive long into the night, a custom that harks back to a pre-Christian summer solstice ritual once practiced all over Ireland.


Where: 30 miles/48 km off the coast of Galway City. How: year-round ferries from Rossaveal, outside Galway City. Tel 353/91-568-903; www.aranislandferries.com. High-season ferries from Doolin, County Clare. Tel 353/65-707-4455; www.doolinferries.com. Inis Meáin Restaurant & Suites: Tel 353/86-826-6026; www.inismeain.com. Cost: $275; dinner $80. When: Apr–Sept. Best times: Jun 23 for St. John’s Eve; Jun and Aug for Pátrún festivals; late Jun for Inisheer Craiceann.
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The Wild West


_______________


Connemara


County Galway, Ireland
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The ruins of Clifden Castle stand along the seashore.


Connemara is difficult to pinpoint: It is not a town or a valley, but a ruggedly poetic corner of County Galway, a region of Ireland known for its romantic landscape and peat bogs. Oscar Wilde called it a “savage beauty.” Wild, lonely, and for the most part uninhabited, Connemara makes up the western third of the county and was once part of the biggest private estate in Ireland.


From its perch along the Atlantic, Clifden, the quaint, unofficial capital of the region, affords excellent views as well as easy access to the immensely scenic Sky Road, one of western Ireland’s most delightful (and less trafficked) drives. The steep and narrow single lane twists and turns along the coastline to offer glimpses of the Twelve Bens, a dozen sharp—often mist-shrouded—gray peaks that culminate at 2,388 feet. This is the untamed heart of the Connemara National Park, 3,800 acres of heaths, grasslands, and some of Ireland’s best hiking trails. Herds of red deer and Connemara ponies, the only horse breed native to Ireland, can sometimes be glimpsed roaming the hills. Near the entrance to the park, family-run Rosleague Manor, a two-story Regency home, draws those seeking comfortable quarters. It is renowned for its dinners—of seafood, local lamb, and home-grown vegetables—that epitomize the spirit and taste of Connemara.


Standing alone by a lake amid glorious mountains, the isolated Delphi Lodge provides access to some of the best salmon and sea trout fishing in the west. The ambience is that of a relaxed country estate, where dinners take place at a large communal table sometimes overseen by the amiable owner and host. Although an expert angler’s heaven, Delphi also caters to novices, who enjoy weekend courses, run several times a year, and nonanglers who come merely for the solitude, serenity, and verdant surroundings.


The Cashel House, a gracious old-world estate with its own stables, offers you the region’s natural wonders without leaving the property. Idyllic paths meander past award-winning gardens and through 50 stream-crossed acres of rolling hills, shaded woodland, and even a small private beach. Choose from dozing in front of a peat fire, an afternoon of biking or boating, or the glory of getting lost in a good book. Evenings bring sophisticated but unpretentious meals.


Where: Clifden is 50 miles/80 km northwest of Galway. Connemara National Park: Tel 353/95-41054; www.connemaranationalpark.ie. Rosleague Manor: Tel 353/9541101; www.rosleague.com. Cost: from $185; dinner $50. When: Mar–Oct. Delphi Lodge: Tel 353/95-42222; www.delphilodge.ie. Cost: from $280; dinner $70. When: closed Nov–Feb. Cashel Lodge: Tel 353/95-31001; www.cashel-house.ie. Cost: $170 (off-peak), $230 (peak); dinner $75. Best times: in Clifden: mid-Sep for Arts Festival; 3rd Thurs in Aug for Connemara Pony Show. Fishing: Feb–May for spring salmon; Jun–Jul for grilse; Aug–Sep for sea trout.
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Ireland’s Most Festive Town


_______________


Galway


County Galway, Ireland


Poised at the edge of Europe, Galway is Ireland’s unofficial arts capital. It’s also been known since 1954 for celebrating the oyster, which gets its due at a massive festival in September. Foodies also make time for the short trip to the neighboring fishing village of Kilcolgan for a meal at Moran’s Oyster Cottage, originally opened in 1797 and considered bivalve headquarters since 1966.


As for those pleasures not enjoyed on the half shell, Galway hosts Ireland’s largest interdisciplinary arts extravaganza, with public performances including citywide dancing in the streets; a festival of medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque music; major literary events; and Ireland’s leading film festival. That’s not to mention the Galway Races, which attract around 150,000 horse racing fans, and a festival of Galway hookers, traditional sailboats constructed for rough seas, with races, demos of rope skills and man-overboard recovery techniques. You can sip a “Galway Hooker” of another kind while you’re celebrating—an Irish Pale Ale, made at a local craft brewery.


Anglo-Normans captured the fishing village of Galway from natives in the 13th century. It then became a major port led by 14 merchant families, earning it the moniker “the City of Tribes.” Traces of Galway’s past linger in its Medieval Quarter, in Lynch’s Castle, and in its narrow, cobbled lanes. Only one gate still stands from the medieval stone walls that used to surround the city, the Spanish Arch, along the brisk, energetic Corrib River, which empties into Galway Bay. Today the arch leads to the Galway City Museum. Across the Corrib lies the old fishing quarter of Claddagh, where the world-famous ring—two hands clasping a crowned heart, symbolizing friendship, loyalty, and love—originated.


Near the Spanish Arch, Ard Bia (“high food”) at Nimmos serves Galway’s finest fare in a hewn-stone former boathouse. A café during the day and restaurant after dark, this quirky, award-winning eatery dishes up cuisine befitting Galway’s international port heritage: contemporary Irish fare with faint Middle Eastern and Moroccan touches. For another taste of Galway’s food-trade past, visit the church square, where you’ll find Sheridan’s Cheesemongers, a great shop for local and European artisanal cheeses, provisions, and wine. On Saturday mornings the square bustles with a busy farmers market.


Where: 52 miles/84 km north of Shannon. Visitor info: www.discoverireland.ie. Moran’s: Tel 353/91-796113; www.moransoystercottage.com. Cost: dinner $50. Ard Bia at Nimmos: Tel 353/91-561114; www.ardbia.com. Cost: dinner $50. Best times: Apr for Cúirt International Festival of Literature; May for Galway Early Music Festival; Jul for Galway Arts Festival, Galway Film Festival, Galway Races; Aug for Cruinniú na mBád (Traditional Boat Festival); Sep for International Oyster Festival.
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Last Stop Before Brooklyn


_______________


Dingle Peninsula


County Kerry, Ireland
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Seaside Dingle is full of delightful shops and pubs.


The westernmost point in Europe juts out fiercely and dramatically into the Atlantic: “Next parish to America,” as the saying goes. The lilt of Irish Gaelic is still heard here, and Celtic monuments to ancient Christianity litter the rugged and spectacularly scenic coastline. One of many peninsulas along Ireland’s west coast (see here), the windswept Dingle Peninsula is especially raw and beautiful, extending 30 miles and from 5 to 12 miles across, providing hikers, cyclists, and motorists with a vast and visually complex expanse of water and shore. As you wind along the coastline or up and over sinuous Conor Pass, you’ll take in breathtaking views of the sparsely vegetated slopes leading to the sea. Around the tip of the peninsula, you can see the seven Blasket Islands. Evacuated in 1953 and uninhabited since, they once gave rise to a unique body of literature and make for a mysterious, near-mystical destination when the sea is not too rough.


Dingle is the prettiest town in all of County Kerry, still reminiscing about its moment in the limelight when, in 1969, Robert Mitchum (and a sizable Hollywood contingent) arrived to film Ryan’s Daughter. In the cheerily painted town is a collection of pottery shops, alternative bookstores, and the country’s highest pub-per-person ratio for its 2,000 residents; you can expect live, foot-tapping music most nights. Making the most of the seaside location, Out of the Blue, a small, colorful seafood-only restaurant, is open exclusively when there’s a worthy fresh catch (thankfully, most of the time). It serves a delectable selection of traditional and inventive preparations and tops off the meal with scrumptious desserts. Doyle’s is a friendly competitor and a longtime favorite for classics (seafood chowder) to more innovative (salmon mousse or fish tempura) in a friendly environment.


Walk home full and tipsy to the Castlewood House, a large, elegant B&B with luxurious rooms offering views of Dingle Bay and an award-winning breakfast.


Where: 95 miles/153 km southwest of Shannon. Out of the Blue: Tel 353/66-915-0811; www.outoftheblue.ie. Cost: dinner $50. Doyle’s: Tel 353/66-915-2674; www.doylesofdingle.ie. Cost: dinner $50. Castlewood House: Tel 353/66-915-2788; www.castlewooddingle.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $175 (peak). When: closed Jan–mid-Feb. Best times: late Apr–mid-Oct for nicest weather; late Apr–early May for Féile na Bealtaine Celtic Arts festival; Aug for Regatta; late Oct for Dingle Food & Wine Festival.
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A Dream Drive Along the Iveragh Peninsula


_______________


The Ring of Kerry


County Kerry, Ireland
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Torc Waterfall runs within Killarney National Park.


In a country where every drive guarantees a scenic odyssey, the famed Ring of Kerry, unfurling along a 110-mile coast-hugging road around the Iveragh Peninsula, reveals particularly breathtaking vistas of land, sea, and sky. Couple it with neighboring Dingle Peninsula to the north (see here) and risk visual overload.


Most drivers begin in Killarney, an attractive village near the ivy-covered Victorian mansion Muckross House, now a museum of County Kerry folklore and history. The elegant, lakeside property serves as the entrance to car-free Killarney National Park, the county’s centerpiece. Here, waterfalls, heather-covered valleys, woodlands, and abundant wildlife are highlights for cyclists, hikers, and those who choose to ride in two-wheeled, horse-drawn “jaunting cars.”


For an ambitious alternative, skip the road entirely and walk the Kerry Way, a strenuous, 120-mile trek that encircles the peninsula, granting dramatic views without the crowds. You’ll catch a glimpse of the craggy outlines of the mystic Skellig Islands, including Skellig Michael. Its steep, barren slopes also offer opportunities for invigorating hikes and are home to a well-preserved monastery dating back to the 7th century. Boats leave from Port Magee when the sea is calm.


Twenty miles from Killarney, you can settle into quiet, picturesque Kenmare, a 19th-century market town with a surprising profusion of high-quality dining options. Longtime favorite Packie’s is a cozy bistro with a menu known for both the simple (Irish stew, rack of lamb) and the imaginative (gratin of crab and prawns). For an eclectically modern alternative, try Mulcahy’s Wild Garlic Restaurant, offering a blend of international cuisine inflected with Asian touches—from steak to sushi.


The Park Hotel Kenmare is one of Ireland’s most exquisite country-house hotels. Built in 1897, the gray stone manse is known for its splendid collection of antiques, original paintings, and rich tapestries. The warm, welcoming atmosphere is enhanced by a house-proud staff, and its renowned restaurant serves Irish-Continental cuisine. The SÁMAS (Gaelic for “sensual indulgence”) Spa and the challenging 18-hole golf course (with breathtaking views) heighten the sense of luxury.


Nearby Sheen Falls Lodge sits at the head of Kenmare Bay. Guests find it hard to leave the spacious, beautifully appointed rooms to enjoy the surrounding palm trees, camellias, and fuchsias or the 15-mile stretch of private salmon fishing on the River Sheen. You’ll find sophisticated cuisine highlighted by local ingredients at the lodge’s wide-windowed La Cascade Restaurant, named for the view of a small, floodlit waterfall.


For a stay in town, look no further than the Brook Lane Hotel, a stylish boutique option with comfortable rooms ranging from modern to quirky and a wonderful restaurant. It puts you just a stroll away from Kenmare’s pretty town center.


Where: Killarney is 84 miles/135 km southwest of Shannon. Visitor info: www.killarney.ie. Muckross House: www.muckrosshouse.ie. Killarney National Park: www.killarneynationalpark.ie. Kerry Way: www.kerryway.com. Packie’s: Tel 353/64-664-1508. Cost: dinner $40. Mulcahy’s: Tel 353/64664-2383. Cost: dinner $55. Park Hotel Kenmare: Tel 353/64-664-1200; in the U.S., 800-323-5463; www.parkkenmare.com. Cost: from $400 (off-peak), from $510 (peak); dinner $85. When: closed Nov–Mar (except Christmas) Sheen Falls Lodge: Tel 353/64-664-1600; www.sheenfallslodge.ie. Cost: from $210 (off-peak), from $400 (peak); dinner $80. Brook Lane Hotel: Tel 353/64-664-2077; www.brooklanehotel.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $190 (peak). Best times: Mar–Apr and Oct–Nov to avoid crowds; Aug 15 for Kenmare fair.
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Riding and Golf in the Heart of Thoroughbred Country


_______________


Horse Country


Straffan (County Kildare) and Thomastown (County Kilkenny), Ireland


South of Dublin, the rolling green pastures of counties Kildare and Kilkenny are home to many of Ireland’s 300 stud farms. This is the site of the internationally famous Curragh Racecourse, where the Irish Derby, often referred to as the Churchill Downs of Ireland, is held during the last week in June. The government-owned Irish National Stud, where some of the country’s most famous horses have been born and raised, is the standard for all other stud farms in the country, if not the world. This dedication reflects the Irish passion for horses, a bond that can be traced back to ancient Celtic myths. The original owner of the property had a great love for gardens, and a highlight of the farm’s almost 1,000 acres are the delightfully surprising Japanese Gardens, arguably the most beautiful in Europe. The Kildare Hotel and Country Club (the “K Club”), a 19th-century manor house, is the hub of this 330-acre deluxe sporting resort, every bit as gorgeous as the Irish National Stud, with miles of bridle trails for its own stable of beauties. The alluring green isn’t solely for the horses: One of the K Club’s two 18-hole courses, both designed by Arnold Palmer, is consistently rated among the country’s finest.


The region’s other premier sporting retreat is Mount Juliet; once part of the largest private estate in Ireland, its handsome, ivy-walled stone manor house was built by the Earl of Carrick more than 200 years ago. Its 1,500 acres include unspoiled woodland, pasture, formal gardens, and—the landmark for which it is acclaimed—a manicured 18-hole championship golf course designed by Jack Nicklaus. Dubbed the “Augusta of Europe,” its world-class par-72 course has hosted the Irish Open three times. Cozy, handsomely appointed bedrooms with fireplaces and large windows overlook the rolling grounds that lead to the hotel’s Ballyinch Stud Farm, where Thoroughbreds graze idly in lush meadows. Riding stables provide mounts for forays on trails without end, private beats on the River Nore allow 4 miles of trout and salmon fishing, and the famed Lady Helen restaurant and spa offer the ultimate indulgence.


Those who prefer to stay in nearby Dublin can check into the historic Shelbourne Hotel. Built in 1824, it is the last survivor among Dublin’s great 19th-century hotels; the Irish Constitution was drafted here in 1922. For years it’s been a destination for those of wealth and pedigree, with public areas full of chandeliers, glowing fireplaces, and fine art. During August’s prestigious Horse Show Week, its famous Horseshoe Bar is the only place to be.


Where: Irish National Stud is in Tully, 30 miles/48 km west of Dublin. Tel 353/4-552-1617; www.irisnationalstud.ie. When: closed Dec–Jan. Racing season is Mar–Oct. Kildare Hotel: Tel 353/1-601-7200; www.kclub.ie. Cost: from $220 (off-peak), from $350 (peak); greens fees from $150 (off-peak), from $280 (peak). Mount Juliet: Tel 353/56-777-3000; www.mountjuliet.ie. Cost: from $140 (off-peak), from $220 (peak); dinner $95; greens fees from $66 (off-peak), from $100 (peak). The Shelbourne Hotel: Tel 353/1-663-4500; www.theshelbourne.ie. Cost: from $235. Best times: May–Oct for pleasant weather; late Jun for Irish Derby in Curragh; Aug for Dublin Horse Show Week and Kilkenny Arts Festival.
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Ireland’s Most Charming Village


_______________


Adare


Adare, County Limerick, Ireland


Often called Ireland’s prettiest village—and certainly one of its most photographed—Adare is a snug collection of thatch-roofed cottages, Tudor-style houses, and ivied medieval ruins, with a welcoming main street that is filled with small restaurants, pubs, and a smattering of colorfully painted gift and craft shops. Odd, then, that such a quaint town would also contain Adare Manor, an astonishing Gothic pile with 52 chimneys, 365 leaded-glass windows, and turrets everywhere. Former home and seat of the Earls of Dunraven, it is now an 840-acre baronial haven for guests who relish being cosseted like descendants of royalty. Opened in 1988 as one of the country’s most impressive castle hotels, it fulfills storybook standards, with colossal halls, ornate fireplaces (75 of them), enormous oil portraits, Waterford-crystal chandeliers, and grounds embellished with groomed box hedges and formal French parterre gardens. Anglers enjoy the riverside location, but the real reason to stay here is the 18-hole championship golf course designed by Robert Trent Jones Jr. in 1995. Adare Manor is also no slouch in the dining department: Excellent dinners in the wood-paneled oak room call for jacket and tie, making every evening an occasion.


For a town with a population of just 2,600, Adare is surprisingly endowed with culinary riches. The Mustard Seed, an immediate favorite when it debuted in 1985, uses local meats and organic greens to give Irish touches to European fare. It is housed in the atmospheric 19th-century Echo Lodge, a converted convent that includes 11 classic rooms as well as several modern suites in a former schoolhouse, all surrounded by 10 acres of gardens and orchards.


The Wild Geese is Adare’s other stellar restaurant, where diners sip drinks by a peat fire before moving to the cozy, dollhouse atmosphere of the dining room for meals that emphasize fresh, locally sourced flavors, served in a homey environment.


Where: 25 miles/40 km northwest of Shannon. Adare Manor: Tel 353/61-605200; in the U.S., 800-462-3273; www.adaremanor.com. Cost: from $275 (off-peak), from $630 (peak); dinner $90; greens fees $100 (off-peak), $160 (peak). Mustard Seed at Echo Lodge: Tel 353/69-68508; www.mustardseed.ie. Cost: from $250; dinner $75. Wild Geese: Tel 353/61-396451; www.thewild-geese.com. Cost: dinner $50. Best time: May–Oct for nicest weather.
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The Fairest of Them All


_______________


Ashford Castle


Cong, County Mayo, Ireland


Ireland has no shortage of castle hotels, but Ashford Castle—an imposing flight of fancy reflected in Ireland’s second largest lake, Lough Corrib—stands alone. Think turrets, drawbridge, and battlements, coupled with gracious service, canopied four-poster beds, armor-lined corridors, and crackling fires in richly paneled drawing rooms. Dating to the 13th century, the world-famous hotel served as the Guinness brewing family’s private residence for almost 100 years, beginning in 1852. Ashford’s George V Room and more intimate Connaught Room offer elegant dining, replete with vast windows, Waterford crystal engraved with Ashford’s crest, and custom-made Wedgwood place settings. Those not checking in can dine on bistro fare in Cullen’s at the Cottage, on Ashford’s spectacular 300-acre grounds. Activities, such as lake fishing and cruises, golf, and falconry lessons, are open to nonguests as well. In 1952, when John Ford filmed scenes of the silver-screen classic The Quiet Man on Ashford’s grounds and in the neighboring village of Cong, the cast called the flamboyant castle home. A recent tip-to-toe renovation has brought it back to its former glory.


Though County Mayo is home to the country’s grandest luxury castle, its residents experienced great devastation during the Famine. A bronze memorial dedicated to its victims stands at the base of Mayo’s sacred mountain, Croagh Patrick, hallowed since the era of the Celts, who celebrated their harvest festival Lughnasa on its summit every August 1. Originally called Croagh Aigh, it was renamed after the saint who fasted there for 40 days in the year 441. From his post there, St. Patrick reputedly banished “the snakes” from Ireland, likely a euphemism for eradicating much of Celtic religion and introducing Christianity. On the last Sunday of every July, tens of thousands of pilgrims (many of them barefoot) make the 3-hour climb to the 2,460-foot summit to pray and attend religious services.


Mayo’s history goes back even further—over 5,000 years—at the Ceide Fields, the world’s most extensive Stone Age site. Perched at the ocean’s edge, Ceide’s farming settlement has the oldest-known walled fields, preserved over the millennia by the bog.


These days, Mayo enjoys a solid reputation for the brown trout that thrive in the waters of Lough Conn. To angle on the lake, visit Cloonamoyne Fishery, on the grounds of Enniscoe House, the 17th-century ancestral home of Susan Kellett and her son DJ, who open its rooms and those of their farmhouses to overnight guests. Cloonamoyne can outfit you with a boat, a ghillie (guide), and equipment. Wrap up the day at Matt Molloy’s pub in the popular and picturesque town of Westport. Owned by flutist Matt Molloy from the world-renowned trad band the Chieftains, the pub has a back room that is alive with music every night of the week.


Where: 155 miles/249 km miles west of Dublin. Tel 353/94-954-6003; www.ashford.ie. Cost: from $450 (off-peak), from $650 (peak). Cloonamoyne Fishery: Tel 353/9631928; www.cloonamoynefishery.com. Cost: $165 per day for motorboat and guide. When: Apr–Sep. Enniscoe House: Tel 353/9631112; www.enniscoe.com. Cost: guesthouse from $200 per night; farmhouses from $689 per week. When: Apr–Oct for guesthouse; year-round for farmhouses. Matt Molly’s Pub: Tel 353/98-26655; www.mattmolloy.com. Best times: Apr–Jun for trout fishing; last Sun in Jul for Croagh Patrick pilgrimage; early Aug for Westport Music Festival.
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Ancient History’s Sacred Ground


_______________


The Boyne Valley


County Meath, Ireland
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Built by Hugh de Lacy, Trim Castle has changed little since its completion.


Just north of Dublin, a concentration of impressive megalithic monuments, called Brú na Bóinne, clusters along the banks of the River Boyne in County Meath. The main site, Newgrange—an immense, grass-covered mound surrounded by a retaining wall—dates to around 3200 B.C. Newgrange encloses a long, narrow stone passageway that ends in a cruciform, corbel-vaulted room, likely a tomb and royal chamber, that soars to 20 feet high. During the winter solstice, the first light of day shines into an open roof-box above the entrance lintel and slips along the passageway until it illuminates the chamber for 20 minutes. For each of six mornings around this day, ten lucky lottery winners and their ten guests win the chance to climb inside Newgrange to witness this spectacle. The rest of the year, visitors can see a light show that mimics the effect. Knowth, Newgrange’s sister site, displays the greatest concentration of megalithic art in western Europe in the form of decorative circles, spirals, chevrons, and zigzags carved into huge boulders and chiseled away in raised-relief design.


Farther down the Boyne stands Ireland’s spiritual center, the Hill of Tara. Sacred since prehistoric times, Tara has strong links to Celtic myth and history as the ceremonial seat of the High Kings of Eire, who ruled for over 2 millennia, according to Irish historical record, until the 11th century. Its Stone of Destiny is reputed to be the coronation site of ancient kings, and Ireland’s Five Ancient Roads led directly to Tara. Tribal clans gathered at Tara for national celebrations called feis, at which they passed laws, settled disputes, listened to druids, and hosted feasts. Today, on important dates from the Celtic calendar such as the summer solstice, you might find modern-day pagan worshippers celebrating on Tara’s grassy, gently rising 512-foot hill. A new nearby motorway threatens Tara’s structure and sanctity and compelled the Smithsonian Institution to name Tara a must-see endangered cultural treasure.


For comparatively modern history along the Boyne, visit Trim to see Ireland’s largest Anglo-Norman castle. Trim Castle’s keep was completed by 1206, and its massive 20-sided tower remains so striking that Mel Gibson shot parts of Braveheart here in 1994. In Trim, you can also hop into a hot-air balloon for sweeping views of the Boyne and the best possible vantage of Tara’s raised earthworks.


Where: 27 miles/43 km north of Dublin. Visitor info: www.heritageireland.ie. Brú na Bóinne: Tel 353/41-988-0300. New Grange Solstice Lottery: by application at visitor center or e-mail brunaboinne@opw.le. When: Newgrange open year-round, winter solstice event Dec 18-23 at dawn. Hill of Tara: Tel 353/46-902-5903. When: late May–mid-Sep. Irish Ballon Flights: Tel 353/46-948-3436; www.balloons.ie. When: Apr–Sep. Cost: $215 (for two). Best times: early Apr for Trim’s Hot Air Balloon Fiesta; Dec 18–23 for winter solstice, if you have the luck of the Irish and win Newgrange’s lottery.
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Terrain of the Celtic Twilight


_______________


Yeats Country


County Sligo, Ireland


Steeped in mysticism and the beauty of the natural world, the writing of Nobel laureate William Butler Yeats (1865–1939) sprang from the deep impression County Sligo left on his childhood imagination during summers he spent there with his mother’s family. Yeats was born in Dublin (see here); however, his poems, plays, and prose were often inspired by Sligo’s evocative landscapes and legends.


Sligo town holds the concentration of Yeats’ museums and memorials, but what captured the writer’s heart lies outside town. To understand their powerful effect on the writer, wander along Lough Gill (whose Innisfree Isle inspired one of his most famous poems) and visit the Dooney Rock and the hazel woods. Or climb the massive Knocknarea Mountain, its summit topped with Celtic Queen Maeve’s limestone cairn, then continue east just over the Leitrim border to the Glencar waterfall, so smooth it almost looks like glass.


It takes time to see it all, so head 11 miles south of Sligo, and check in at Coopershill, a three-story Georgian manor house on a 500-acre estate that has been in the O’Hara family for eight generations. The elegant 1774 inn exudes old-world grace in the eight spacious and beautifully furnished guest rooms as well as in the handsome dining room, where farm-to-plate meals are served.


Yeats’s final resting place is in Sligo’s Drumcliffe graveyard, at St. Columba’s Church. Per his wishes, his gravestone stands under the watchful gaze of Ben Bulben, the monolithic mountain reputed to be the dwelling of the Fianna tribe of Celtic warriors. Yeats, whose great-grandfather had been a rector of St. Columba’s Church, wanted to be buried in the tiny village. Though he was originally interred in France in 1939, his relatives eventually had his remains returned to St. Columba’s. The church’s swan-shaped door handles recall Yeats’s poem “The Wild Swans at Coole.” His epitaph is the last lines of his poem “Under Ben Bulben.” Outside the graveyard, a statue crouches as if to contemplate “He Wishes for the Cloths of Heaven,” another work of Yeats’s. The poem is inscribed in stone at the feet of the figure, which is draped with the sculptor’s rendition of heaven’s embroidered cloths.


Where: 128 miles/206 km northeast of Dublin. Visitor info: www.discoverireland.ie/northwest. Coopershill House: Tel 353/7191-65108; www.coopershill.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $70. When: closed Nov–Mar. Yeats Memorial Building/Yeats Society: Tel 353/7191-42693; www.yeatssociety.com. When: Apr–Oct. Best time: Jul–Aug for Yeats festival in Sligo town and around the county.
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The Sparkle On and Off the Water


_______________


Waterford Crystal and Waterford Castle


Waterford, County Waterford, Ireland


[image: Images]


Craftsmen sculpt, cut, and engrave Waterford Crystal.


Waterford County, in Ireland’s southeast, has long been associated with the famed crystal produced here. After falling on hard times and closing down in 2009, a new factory and visitors center, the House of Waterford Crystal, opened in 2010 in the heart of town, offering tours that explore a tradition of classic and modern methods of glassmaking dating back to 1783 as well as the largest collection of Waterford crystal in the world. Thanks to its purity and intricate detail, the company’s worldwide reputation endures, with one-of-a-kind pieces found in Westminster Abbey, the Kennedy Center, the White House, and, in the form of the massive ball that drops every New Year’s Eve in Times Square. More than 45,000 pieces are produced here each year using traditional methods.


When you’ve had your fill of the world of etched glass, float downstream along the River Suir (one of three that converge here) to Waterford Castle, now a luxury hotel, situated on its own small island. Simply called the Island, the 300-acre spread is the castle hotel’s private dominion, reachable only by 5-minute car ferry. Built on Norman foundations that date back some 800 years, the 18th-century structure is the real deal, complete with authentic turrets, gargoyles, and battlements. Pass through massive, studded oak doors to the grand hallway, where an enormous coat-of-arms has been woven into a circular carpet and where the ambience is graciously informal. And with just 19 rooms and suites, guests share their lordly domain with only a handful of other equally lucky castaways. Dine in the grand Munster Room restaurant, feasting on seasonal dishes simply prepared to bring out the natural flavors. Relax with wine from the exceptional cellar while listening to the tinkling of the house pianist. You can work off a fit-for-a-king breakfast by exploring the bridle and bicycle paths through the island’s woodlands. The big draw, though, is the 18-hole, par-72 parkland course designed by Irish pro Des Smyth—making this the country’s only true island golf resort.


Where: 102 miles/165 km southwest of Dublin. House of Waterford Crystal: Tel 353/51-317-000; www.waterfordvisitorcentre.com. Waterford Castle: Tel 353/51-878203; www.waterfordcastleresort.com. Cost: from $200 (off-peak), from $320 (peak); dinner $50; greens fees from $35. Best times: Mar–Aug for nicest weather; Nov for Waterford International Music Festival.
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Showcasing the Offbeat and Little Known


_______________


Wexford Opera Festival


Wexford, County Wexford, Ireland


The best time to catch sleepy Wexford is in October, when the whole town turns out for its renowned Opera Festival. Begun in 1951, the event continues to grow in prestige and recognition, expanding its offerings with the large, state-of-the-art Wexford Opera House, opened in 2008 and recognized as Ireland’s national opera house. The festival showcases lesser-known operas and world-class performers, and employs innovative approaches, such as presenting condensed versions of classic works. Unsnobby, nonelitist, and often offbeat, it is the country’s most important opera festival and one of the world’s best small festivals of any kind. Myriad art exhibitions and traditional Irish music performances enthusiastically join the fray for the 3-week period, creating a lively atmosphere townwide.


Experience more of that spirit of both small-town pride and sophistication with a stay at County Wexford’s most gracious inn, the exquisite Regency-style Marlfield House, in Gorey, a half hour north of town. Set amid 36 acres of gardens and parkland that are as impeccably overseen as the inn itself, this 1820 seat of the Earls of Courtown is an antiques-filled oasis of calm, with its own lake and wild fowl reserve. Enjoy fare from a refined menu in the romantic, candlelit Victorian-style conservatory added by the current owners. Filled with plants, mirrors, and the aroma of expertly prepared meals, the dining room makes the perfect setting in which to toast your stay.


For country living with a homier touch, book one of the five rooms at Ballinkeele House, an Italianate mansion in nearby Enniscorthy. It was built in 1840 for the Maher family, who operate it today as a B&B. The elegantly appointed rooms showcase period furnishings, including four-poster beds, and offer glimpses of the surrounding 350 acres, which include gardens, woodland, and a working farm. Roam the grounds, play croquet on the lawn, or cozy up to a fire in cooler months, before heading for your opera performance or while waiting for dinner at a long communal table in the deep-red, candlelit Victorian dining room. County Wexford feels so bucolic and serene, one would never know that Dublin is within easy reach.


Where: 88 miles/142 km south of Dublin. Wexford Opera Festival: Tel 353/53-912-2400; www.wexfordopera.com. Cost: tickets from $30–$175. When: 2–3 weeks in Oct. Marlfield House: Tel 353/53-942-1124; www.marlfieldhouse.com. Cost: from $265 (off-peak), from $340 (peak); dinner $80. When: closed Jan–Feb. Ballinkeele House: Tel 353/53-913-8105; www.ballinkeele.ie. Cost: from $200; dinner $45. When: closed Dec–Jan. Best time: May–Sep for nicest weather.
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Pride of the Emerald Isle


_______________


The Gardens of Wicklow


County Wicklow, Ireland


In a country known around the world for its verdant, coast-to-coast beauty, it says something that the Irish call Wicklow the “Garden of Ireland.” In addition to the rolling green expanse of the Wicklow Mountains, Ireland’s “little Alps,” the county is home to more than 30 public gardens, from tiny half-acre cottage plots to the sprawling 47 acres of Powerscourt, Ireland’s most visited garden. Its richly textured landscape includes formal flower beds, ornamental lakes, a Japanese garden, and more than 200 varieties of trees and shrubs. Expanding upon the original 13th-century castle, Powerscourt House was magnificently rebuilt in the 18th century, with the more recent addition of sweeping Italianate terraces, statuary, ironwork, and decorative items collected by the owners. Sit for a moment overlooking the gardens at the Terrace Café, a prime location with a simple menu of freshly made dishes.


Or come equipped with a picnic and strike off across the 1,000-acre estate to its waterfall, the highest in the British Isles at 398 feet. It is set in a beautifully wooded park where the Powerscourt lords introduced the first herd of Japanese sika deer to Europe. The current owners of the estate, the Slazenger family, purchased the park from the 9th Viscount Powerscourt in 1961 and built the 36-hole Powerscourt Golf Club, ranked one of the finest in Ireland and an easy drive from downtown Dublin.


To lodge in comparable luxury, check in at the 200-room Powerscourt Hotel, a monumental hotel located on the estate grounds and newly built in the Palladian style, with Georgian-inspired interiors, rooms granting glorious views of the countryside and Sika, its stylish restaurant-with-a-view. A spa outfitted in slate, wood, and stone offers a dip in the Swarovski crystal—lit pool and a Garden of Inspiration massage.


Farther afield, try the gracious 19th-century Tinakilly House, a Victorian Italianate country manor built for the captain of the ship Great Eastern, who laid the first successful transatlantic cable in 1866. Captain Halpin’s love for the sea is evident everywhere—the lobby’s central staircase is a replica of one of his vessels—and nautical memorabilia fill the common rooms and guest rooms, most of which are named after famous ships. With its 7 acres of gardens adjacent to the Broadlough Bird Sanctuary, Tinakilly is serene and wonderfully romantic, with the highly rated Brunel Restaurant and an abundance of country pursuits. Twenty minutes away by car lies Wicklow Mountains National Park, where you can hike a stretch of the 79-mile Wicklow Way that runs through it. The country’s most important walking trail, it’s one of the best ways to experience the Garden of Ireland.


Where: 12 miles/19 km south of Dublin. Powerscourt House and Gardens: Tel 353/1-204-6000; www.powerscourt.com. Powerscourt Golf Culb: Tel 353/1-204-6033; www.powerscourtgolfclub.com. Cost: greens fees from $70 (off-peak), from $100 (peak). Powerscourt Hotel: Tel 353/1274-8888; www.powerscourthotel.com. Cost: $175 (off-peak), $480 (peak); dinner $70.Tinakilly House: Tel 353/404-69274; www.tinakilly.ie. Cost: from $120; dinner $60. Wicklow Way: www.wicklowway.com. Best times: Apr–Jun for gardens in bloom; Jun for Wicklow Gardens Festival.
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Leaving the Troubles Behind


_______________


Belfast’s Moment


County Antrim, Northern Ireland
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Political murals painted from a Republican perspective during the period called the Troubles form the Solidarity Wall.


In the years since the quelling of its violent Troubles—the decades-long political conflict with Britain—Belfast has burst forth with renewed energy. The city first grew rapidly during the Industrial Revolution, thanks to its linen, tobacco, rope, and shipbuilding industries (the Titanic launched from its quays in 1912). In 1922, though most of Ireland obtained independence from England, six of its 32 counties remained under British rule and became Northern Ireland, with Belfast as its capital. Evidence of the schism this caused can be seen in rows of working-class housing, which during the Troubles served as canvasses for painted murals by both Republicans, aka Nationalists (mostly Catholics, who wanted the 6 counties reunited with the Republic of Ireland), and Loyalists, or Unionists (Protestants, who swore allegiance to the British crown). Today, black-taxi tours let tourists see the public art created by both sides and tell the stories behind it.


Ceasefires, peace treaties, and power sharing in government by both sides have ushered Belfast into a new era. Its Victorian heyday shines again in newly refurbished buildings, such as the Crown Liquor Saloon, across from the Grand Opera House. Here you can tuck into a plate of local Ardglass oysters and sip a pint of Guinness while marveling at extravagant craftsmanship: intricate woodwork, mosaic-tiled floors, ornate mirrors, etched glass, and elaborately patterned tin ceilings. Spend an afternoon in the Botanic Gardens’ Palm House Conservatory, with its Victorian cast-ironwork and curvilinear glass, or at the block-long St. George’s Market, an indoor bazaar where vendors in hundreds of stalls sell antiques, flowers, and a vast array of produce and gourmet food. The former Ulster Bank headquarters, with its 1860s Italianate façade and interior bursting with pomp and luxury, is now beautifully repurposed as the Merchant Hotel. Take tea amid the Great Room’s towering black columns, gilded capitals, and carved putti.


Outside, the squares and cobblestoned streets of the Cathedral Quarter thrums with energy from galleries, clubs, artists’ studios, and music pubs. This is the epicenter of Belfast’s regentrification, and venue for many of the city’s events and festivals. The food scene is also thriving. Amid chic minimalist décor, Deanes EIPIC (part of the empire of celebrity chef Michael Deane) fuses the classic with the unexpected, in dishes like roast quail with French-toasted gingerbread. Revitalization stretches to the waterfront too, the site of Belfast’s 2012 celebration of Titanic’s centenary, with a dazzling new museum about the ocean liner, galleries, theaters, and parkland on the old dockyards.


Where: 97 miles/156 km north of Dublin. Black-taxi Tours: Harper Taxi Tours, tel 44/28-90-742-711; www.harpertaxitours.com. Crown Liquor Saloon: Tel 44/28-9024-3187; www.nicholsonpubs.co.uk. Cost: lunch $24. Merchant Hotel: Tel 44/28-9023-4888; www.themerchanthotel.com. Cost: from $220 (off-peak), from $350 (peak). Deanes Eipic: Tel 44/28-9033-1134; www.michaeldeane.co.uk. Cost: dinner $50. Titanic Museum: Tel 44/28-9076-6386; www.titanicbelfast.com. Best times: Mar 17 for St. Patrick’s Day; Apr–May for Cathedral Arts Festival; Jul–Aug for Festival of the People; Oct–Nov for Belfast Festival at Queen’s.




[image: Images]


Nature’s Masterwork


_______________


The Causeway Coast


County Antrim, Northern Ireland
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Irish legend alleges that mythic hero Finn MacCool created the rocks as stepping-stones.


“When the world was moulded and fashioned out of formless chaos,” wrote William Thackeray, “this must have been the bit left over—a remnant of chaos.” Fortunately, the rugged scenery of Northern Ireland is easily traversed these days on the wonderfully scenic Causeway Coastal Route, with the first and most notable stop at the grand, strange, and astonishing Giant’s Causeway. Now under the attentive auspices of the National Trust (and Northern Ireland’s only UNESCO World Heritage site), this honeycomb mass along the island’s northern coast is made up of more than 40,000 basalt columns (each a foot or two across) created by volcanic eruptions some 60 million years ago. Hopscotch around the tightly packed, mostly hexagonal formations—though some have four or five sides, others as many as ten—a few reach as high as 40 feet. Or wander along the cliff-top belvederes to marvel at the causeway from afar.


Stop for a tipple at Bushmills, Ireland’s oldest-known whiskey distillery (licensed in 1608 but with historical references dating from 1276), but go easy on the amber elixir if you want to brave the Carrick-a-Rede rope bridge, a wobbly path over a 75-foot-deep watery chasm to rocky Carrick Island. Here you can savor the diverse birdlife as well as the stunning views of nearby Rathlin Island and the more distant Scottish isles. As you take in the bracing air, ponder the legend that fabled giant Finn MacCool built the Causeway as a bridge to reach his ladylove on the Scottish island of Staffa.


Next, repair to the village’s Bushmills Inn, founded in the 1820s as a stopover for visitors traveling by horse and carriage to the nearby sites. Restored and updated, the rustically charming hotel offers spacious rooms, a popular restaurant, and plenty of nooks and crannies to cozy up with a good book and a locally brewed Caffey’s Irish Ale.


Equally majestic surroundings are the backdrop for Royal Portrush, one of two distinguished golf courses in Northern Ireland, and consistently ranked among the world’s premier destinations for the sport. Founded in 1888, Royal Portrush is the country’s most spectacular and, together with its friendly rival Royal County Down in Newcastle (see here), it is considered one of the stiffest tests of just about every club in your bag. Challenges are made easier by spectacular views of sea and cliffs, and the striking façade of the 13th-century Dunluce Castle, the largest Norman castle in the North.


The elegant Ardtara Country House, in Upperlands, offers the respite of a remote countryside estate within easy driving distance of the Causeway and Belfast (see here). The nine spacious rooms of the restored 19th-century manor house showcase antique furnishings, working fireplaces, and grand views of the expansive lawns and surrounding countryside, while the skylit dining room offers simply prepared local lamb, beef, and salmon.


Where: Giant’s Causeway is 75 miles/120 km northwest of Belfast. Tel 44/282073-1855; www.giantscausewaycentre.com. Bushmills Inn: Tel 44/28-2073-3000; www.bushmillsinn.com. Cost: from $170, dinner $40. Royal Portrush Golf Culb: Tel 44/28-7082-2311; www.royalportrushgolfclub.com; greens fees $75 (off-peak), $220 (peak). Ardtara Country House: Tel 44/28-7964-4490; www.ardtara.com. Cost: from $125; dinner $50. Best time: May–Oct for nicest weather.
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Wuthering Heights


_______________


The Kingdom of Mourne


County Down, Northern Ireland
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Few roads cross the Mourne Mountains, the country’s highest range.


Made famous by the traditional Irish ballad with the lyrics “Where the Mountains o’ Mourne sweep down to the sea,” this distinctive granite range is Northern Ireland’s highest. The tightly packed Mournes are barely 7 miles across, with a dozen of the 50-odd peaks over 2,000 feet high. It resembles “earth-covered potatoes,” wrote C. S. Lewis, and is so remote (ringed by a single road, with just one other running through it) that it was neglected by both St. Patrick and the Normans and chalked up as ungovernable. Still, a web of ancient footpaths through open moorland and upland pasture makes it a rambler’s paradise, offering the best hiking in Northern Ireland.


It’s a safe and relatively easy climb up the highest peak, Slieve Donard (2,796 feet), where it’s said that if the day is clear, you can see all the countries of the British Isles. The ascent begins near Bloody Bridge, north of the lively seaside town of Newcastle. The challenging 22-mile Mourne Wall trek wends across 15 peaks; the wall was built in the early 1900s to keep livestock away from a planned reservoir.


In the shadow of the Mournes and at the edge of the Irish Sea, the lavish Slieve Donard Hotel takes its guests back to the heyday of early-20th-century seaside resorts. The turreted, Victorian redbrick hotel is traditionally furnished, serves classic Irish cuisine, offers hiking paths that begin on the manicured grounds, and puts guests within walking distance of the world-class links of the Royal County Down Golf Club, founded in 1899 and the location of the Irish Open in 2015. Expect a challenge, what with changing winds, long holes, small greens, and the distraction of what many consider the world’s most beautiful course.


Oysters and mussels at the informal and forever busy Mourne Seafood Bar, in nearby Dundrum, hail from the bar’s very own shellfish beds.


Where: Newcastle is 30 miles/48 km southwest of Belfast. Slieve Donard Hotel: Tel 44/28-4372-1066; www.hastingshotel.com. Cost: from $200 (off-peak), from $380 (peak). Royal County Down Golf Club: Tel 44/28-4372-3314; www.royalcountydown.org. Cost: greens fees from $130 (off-peak), from $240 (peak). Mourne Seafood Bar: Tel 44/28-4375-1377; www.mourneseafood.com. Cost: dinner $30. Best times: May–Sep for nicest weather; 3rd week in Jul for Celtic Fusion music festival.





Western Europe
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The Pinnacle of Alpine Playgrounds


_______________


Arlberg Region and Kitzbühel


Austria
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Skiers in the region pioneered the Arlberg technique, but snowboarding is also popular here.


Some of the choicest downhill skiing in the world can be found in the western reaches of the Austrian Alps. Wonderfully picturesque Arlberg ensures ample amounts of powder even when other resorts go bare. This area encompasses Lech, its most charming village resort, as well as Zürs, St. Anton, St. Christoph, and Stuben. In the sister hamlets of Lech-Zürs alone there are 35 lifts and cable cars serving a 65-mile ski circuit of groomed pistes and 75 miles of open, ungroomed runs, including the magnificent 12-mile Madloch tour. The ski technique named for Arlberg is practiced around the globe, and the area’s schools and instructors are among the best.


Lech’s smallest and best five-star hotel, the Gasthof Post, has been run by the gracious Moosbrugger clan for three generations, and is known for its homey ambience and excellent restaurant. For après-ski fun and food, Skihütte Schneggarei is popular with the young and beautiful. In St. Anton, après-ski central, the Lux Alpinae is a cutting-edge hotel with a modern façade of glass, metal, and wood that opens into an unexpectedly cozy lobby. For the lap of luxury in quaint little St. Christoph, stay at the Arlberg Hospiz, a winter-only inn and restaurant that exudes warmth and top-notch hospitality.


While the Arlberg resorts are sought out for their unspoiled character, Kitzbühel—equidistant from Innsbruck and Salzburg—is beloved for its fashionable, glamorous atmosphere. The town’s historic center of cobbled streets and pastel-painted medieval houses brims with trendy boutiques, lively casinos, and sophisticated clubs for off-mountain fun. Visitors can relax with hot chocolate and pastries at the well-known Café Praxmair. Set high on the sunny side of the Kitzbüheler Horn is the romantic and friendly Tennerhof Hotel, a quaint, converted 17th-century farmhouse. The eating is some of the best in town, so dine here even if you’re lodging elsewhere.


The smooth, mighty crags behind the medieval walled town are ideal for finding your ski legs—except, perhaps, on Kitzbühel’s difficult, world-famous Hahnenkamm downhill run. Heart-stopping cable car rides and 120 miles of awesome summertime hiking possibilities set it apart from other Alpine resorts.


Where: 125 miles/201 km east of Zürich, Switzerland. Visitor info: www.arlberg.com; www.kitzbuehel.com. Gasthof Post: Tel 43/5583-22060; www.postlech.com. Cost: from $325 (off-peak), from $600 (peak). When: closed late Apr–mid-Jun, mid-Oct–Nov. Lux Alpinae: Tel 43/5446-30108; www.luxalpinae.at. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $490 room only (peak). When: closed Apr–May, Oct–Nov. Arlberg Hospiz: Tel 43/54462611; www.arlberghospiz.at. Cost: from $325. When: closed late Apr–Nov. Tennerhof Hotel: Tel 43/5356-63181; www.tennerhof.com. Cost: from $380; dinner $60. When: closed Apr–May, late Sep–mid-Dec. Best times: Dec–Mar for skiing; Jan for the Hahnenkamm races; Jul–Aug for hiking and biking.
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Pulling the Right Strings


_______________


Austria’s Music Festivals


Austria


Few countries reverberate with as many world-class music festivals as Austria. The hills are alive with the sound of music, beginning with the spectacular Bregenz Festival (Bregenzer Festspiele) on a vast floating stage at the edge of picturesque Lake Constance (Bodensee in German), the Alpine lake shared with Switzerland and Germany (see here). Puccini’s Tosca, Bernstein’s West Side Story, the music of Beethoven, Shakespeare’s plays: These are just samplings of the operatic, orchestral, and dramatic works performed here. The place to stay in charming Bregenz is the antiques-filled, 17th-century Hotel Deuring Schlüssle, seated high on a hill overlooking the lake. The ivy-covered Baroque château has a highly regarded restaurant that has been ranked among the country’s finest for years. Take a ferry across the mountain-framed lake, or for stunning panoramic views of Austria’s westernmost province, ride the gondola up the 3,460-foot Pfänder Mountain.


Mozart’s glorious birthplace is the appropriate venue for Europe’s largest annual musical event, the Salzburg Festival (Salzburger Festspiele). More than 180 classic and contemporary performances—including operas, symphonies, recitals, and theater productions—concentrate on their native son while also offering works by other artists. Though banner events sell out well in advance, tickets to matinees for no-less-enjoyable chamber music or church concerts can be found at the last minute. (And don’t dismiss the hokey but fun Sound of Music tour, still going strong.) Rest your head at the Hotel Schloss Mönchstein, a 14th-century turreted castle built as the summer escape for the archbishops of Salzburg. Surrounded by gardens and 25 acres of parkland, the 17 luxurious hilltop guest rooms feature modern amenities amid 18th-century furniture and Oriental rugs.


The most distinguished festival in the world to honor Franz Schubert is the Schubertiade, held in the charming neighboring villages of Schwarzenberg and Hohenems, about 415 miles west of Vienna. Some 70 chamber ensembles, orchestral concerts, and recitals honor the Austrian-born composer’s works and the art of music-making in an intimate, idyllic setting. In nearby Hittisau, the family-run Gasthof Krone is a fine small hotel known for nurturing the arts; it runs free shuttles to all events during the festival.


Where: Bregenz is 126 miles/200 km northwest of Innsbruck, 80 miles/129 km northeast of Zürich, Switzerland. Bregenz Festival: Tel 43/5574-4076; www.bregenzerfestspiele.com. Cost: tickets $25–$200. When: 4 weeks late Jul–Aug. Hotel Deuring Schössele: Tel 43/5574-47800; www.schlosshotels.co.at. Cost: from $510 during festival; dinner $80. Salzburg Festival: Tel 43/662-8045500; www.salzburgerfestspiele.at. Cost: tickets $20–$530. When: 5 weeks mid-Jul–late Aug. Sound of Music Tours: Tel 43/662-8832110; www.panoramatours.com. Cost: $50. Hotel Schloss Mönchstein: Tel 43/662-848-5550; www.monchstein.at. Cost: from $600 during festival. Schubertiade: Tel 43/5576-72091; www.schubertiade.at. Cost: tickets $20–$160. When: May–Oct. Gasthof Krone: Tel 43/5513-6201; www.krone-hittisau.at. Cost: from $250 during festival.
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From Picturesque Peaks to Lakeside Splendor


_______________


Grossglockner Road and Hallstatt


Austria
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Built as a public works project, the winding Grossglockner Road opened in 1935.


Feast your eyes on the essence of Alpine beauty as you ride along the lofty Grossglockner Road, Austria’s white-knuckle, breathtaking drive. Named after the country’s highest peak and traversing some of Austria’s most scenic regions, it was an important trading route between Germany and Italy in the Middle Ages. The road (aka Highway 107) was built between 1930 and 1935, and while most adventurous motorists strike out today from Salzburg (and head south) or from Lienz (and head north), the road actually begins in the heart of Hohe Tauern National Park. Almost 700 square miles in size, the park has 300 mountains that tower 9,500 feet or more, 246 glaciers, lush valleys, and dozens of pretty villages that provide a good meal and simple overnight lodging. Spectacular vistas of the park’s centerpiece, the towering 12,460-foot-tall Grossglockner, make it hard for drivers to keep their eyes on the hairpin turns. The 47-mile strip from Bruck to Heiligenblut is the most riveting, highlighted by the Edelweiss-Spitze and Kaiser-Franz-Josefs-Höhe, two awesome peaks at 8,500 feet and 7,800 feet, respectively. Throw in the fantastic 6-mile sector called the Road of the Glaciers and you’ve got an unforgettable journey.


Well worth a side trip on your return to Salzburg is the ancient village of Hallstatt (34 miles southeast of Salzburg), dating back centuries B.C. Perched between water and mountain, the storybook square and cluster of terraced fishermen’s cottages and churches overlook a tranquil, fjordlike lake. A thrilling funicular runs up the mountain, where it’s a short hike to the entrance of the world’s first known salt mines, which visitors can tour.


Where: Salzburg is 157 miles/253 km west of Vienna; Lienz is 131 miles/211 km south of Salzburg. When: road closed Dec–Apr. Best time: May–Sep for nicest weather.
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Historic Architecture and Modern Design


_______________


Old Graz


Austria
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The organically shaped Kunsthaus art museum stands out against its Baroque surroundings.


Graz, established as the southeastern seat of the Hapsburg Empire in 1379, features one of Central Europe’s best-preserved Altstädte (Old Towns). Known for its magnificent architecture from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, it buzzes with upbeat energy, thanks to a sunny climate and six universities, the oldest founded in the 16th century. Europe’s largest armory is located here, with more than 30,000 pieces of every imaginable kind of armor and weaponry filling four floors of the 17th-century Landeszeughaus. Jump forward a few centuries at the curvy Kunsthaus (House of Art), built in 2003. It is Graz’s newest landmark and holds contemporary art bragging rights for its groundbreaking exhibitions. It billows up from the banks of the Mur in striking contrast to the medieval contours of the Old Town. Off the river’s banks is the Murinsel (Mur Island), an artificial floating platform made of glass and steel and home to an amphitheater, playground, and trendy café-bar.


You can find a refreshing blend of antiquity and contemporary art at the Schlossberg Hotel, in two splendid 16th-century Baroque buildings; its 54 guest rooms are situated around three courtyards, providing a cloistered serenity. Ride the elevator to the hillside terrace for a spectacular view. There’s more art behind the glass-and-metal façade of the sophisticated Augarten Hotel, which features a sleek interior accented by chestnut-hued wood and colorful works by more than 250 contemporary artists. In its 56 spacious guest rooms, mid-century modern furnishings contrast with soothingly neutral walls.


From spring until fall, a number of prestigious fairs and music festivals enliven the flagstone streets and squares, while students keep the atmospheric beer cellars, bars, and beisls (pubs) full. Fresh herbs and produce vie for attention with homemade cheeses and local pumpkinseed oil at the farmers market behind the opera house. One of Graz’s most enticing day trips is a meander along any of the eight weinstrassen (wine roads) south of the city (see also the Wachau Valley). At the Bundesgestüt (Federal Stud) in nearby Piber, visit the famous Lipizzaner horses, bred and raised here for the Spanish Riding School in Vienna (see here).


Where: 124 miles/200 km southwest of Vienna. Landeszeughaus: Tel 43/316-80179810. Kunsthaus Graz: Tel 43/316-8017-9200; www.museum-joanneum.at. Schlossberg Hotel: Tel 43/316-80700; www.schlossberg-hotel.at. Cost: from $170. Augarten Hotel: Tel 43/316-208-00; www.augartenhotel.at. Cost: from $130. Federal Stud: Tel 43/3144-3323-100; www.piber.com. Best times: early Jun for Spring Festival of electronic art and music; late Sep–mid-Oct for Steierischer Herbst (Styrian Autumn) festival; late Nov–Dec for Christmas markets and Piber’s Christmas Walk.
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Much More than Just Mozart


_______________


Salzburg: Baroque and Modern


Austria


This golden city’s High Baroque architecture is due in large part to prince-archbishop Wolf Dietrich, who reigned from 1587 to 1612. He lavished much of his wealth on rebuilding Salzburg into an Italianate city based around five plazas, dominated by the medieval Hohensalzburg Fortress atop its rocky cliff. The French-style confection of Schloss Mirabell, which he generously built for his mistress (and their 15 children), sits across the Salzach River from the opulent Residenz, historic home of the ruling prince-bishops and dating from the 12th century. The Residenz houses magnificent staterooms and a gallery of Rembrandts, Rubenses, and other European masters.


As you wander the heart of Salzburg, with the famous Glockenspiel ringing out classic Mozart or Haydn, you can’t miss the massive Salzburger Dom. With towers 249 feet high, the grand 17th-century cathedral is renowned for its 4,000-pipe organ and elaborate frescoes. Next to the 13th-century Stiftkirche St. Peter—the church where Mozart premiered his Great Mass in C Minor in 1783—is the bustling restaurant and beer cellar he frequented, Stiftskeller St. Peter. First mentioned in a document in A.D. 803, Austria’s oldest eatery still draws crowds for elegant candlelit dinners. Special Mozart dinners feature costumed performers who sing arias from Mozart’s operas.


Indeed, it is impossible to escape the presence of Mozart here in his hometown (the Salzburg Festival celebrates his work annually; see here). In Getreidegasse, the Old Town’s venerable merchants’ quarter, Mozart’s Geburtshaus (birthplace) is a pilgrimage destination for music lovers. Now a museum, it contains many of his childhood belongings, including musical scores and his first child-size violin. A few steps away is one of the country’s most glamorous hotels, the Goldener Hirsch, a 600-year-old historical monument that’s ground zero during the city’s various festivals and a favored choice for its excellent service and wonderful restaurant. The neighborhood is characterized by flower-bedecked arcades and inviting eateries, such as the historical Café Tomaselli, where people-watching is enjoyed over coffee and homemade pastries on a delightful cobblestone square.


Pulsing new life into this historic city are experimental restaurants, design hotels, and the brand-new hilltop Museum der Moderne. Clad in minimalist white marble and glass, it has three exhibition levels and a restaurant terrace that offers spectacular views, particularly magical at night. Down in the Old Town, Austrian fare is served with a contemporary twist at chic Esszimmer, where a glass floor allows guests to gaze down on the flowing Almkanal. Hotel Stein, the 1399 hostelry centrally located on the banks of the Salzach River, now boasts modern rooms dressed in either neo-Baroque or animal prints, with a fine rooftop café that offers breathtaking views and buzzes with locals come evening. The 14th-century Arthotel Blaue Gans blends medieval stone arches and ancient wood beams with minimalist rooms and a top-notch restaurant, both highlighted with avant-garde works from the hotel’s own art collection.


Where: 186 miles/299 km southwest of Vienna. Stiftskeller St. Peter: Tel 43/662-841-2680; www.stpeter-stiftskeller.at/en/the-restaurant.html. Cost: Mozart Dinner $70. Hotel Goldener Hirsch: Tel 43/662-8084; in the U.S., 800-325-3589; www.goldenerhirsch.com. Cost: from $250. Museum der Moderne: Tel 43/662-842-220; www.museumdermoderne.at. Esszimmer: Tel 43/662-870-899; www.esszimmer.com. Cost: dinner $95. Hotel Stein: Tel 43/662-874-3460; www.hotelstein.at. Cost: from $170. Arthotel Blaue Gans: Tel 43/662-842-4910; www.hotel-blaue-gans-salzburg.at. Cost: from $230. Best times: late Jan for Mozart Week; Mar–Apr for Easter Festival; late Jul–Aug for Salzburg Festival; late Nov–Dec for Christmas Market.
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“The wonderful, inexhaustibly magical city, with its mysterious, soft, light-saturated air!”—Hugo von Hofmannsthal



_______________


Vienna


Austria


A fresh breeze of creativity has been sweeping through this gracious old-world city, adding 21st-century appeal to the legacies of Beethoven, the Strausses, Freud, Klimt, and Mahler. One of the most compelling capitals of Europe, Vienna is exploding with contemporary art in the new MuseumsQuartier and emerging design districts, while forward-thinking architecture distinguishes new hotels and cutting-edge restaurants rife with culinary talent. More than ever, the romantic city on the Danube—famous for its gemütlichkeit, its cafés and dazzling confections, its coffeehouses, and its Lipizzaners—is a delightfully civilized and elegant place and a timeless destination for art, music, and culture.




Top Attractions


The Hofburg (Imperial Palace)—The Hofburg served as the seat of Hapsburg emperors for 6 centuries, through the Holy Roman Empire until the end of the monarchy (1806–1918). Each emperor made his own additions and renovations, resulting in today’s sprawling complex, the official seat of the Austrian president. Among 18 wings, 19 courtyards, and 2,600 rooms, you’ll find the following highlights:
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The Michaelerkuppel tops off the Hofburg Palace.


The Imperial Apartments (Kaiserappartments)—Emperor Franz Josef I lived here in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Visitors can tour his opulent private rooms, the great audience hall, and the dining rooms, richly decorated in Rococo stucco work, tapestries, and Bohemian crystal chandeliers—Vienna at its most Viennese. Info: Tel 43/1-533-7570; www.hofburg-wien.at.


Lipizzaner Horses of the Spanish Riding School—Founded in 1572, the Spanische Reitschule preserves classic dressage in its purest form, with frequent presentations executed with charmingly antiquated formality (including their morning exercise performed to music) that are open to the public. These horses are said to be the finest equestrian performers on earth. Info: Tel 43/1-533-9031; www.srs.at.


The Treasury (Schatzkammer)—This superb collection includes the imperial crowns of the Holy Roman and Austrian empires and numerous treasures from the house of Burgundy and the Order of the Golden Fleece. Info: Tel 43/1-525-240; www.khm.at.


Vienna Boys’ Choir at the Hofburgkapelle—Linked with Vienna’s musical life since 1498 and associated over the years with composers such as Mozart, Schubert, and Bruckner, members of the choir perform Sunday Mass at the Imperial Chapel (reservations are required). Info: www.wsk.at. When: Jan–Jun and Sep–Dec.




Albertina Museum—Combining a 17th-century palace and a new 14-story building, the Albertina contains one of the world’s largest collections of graphic art, from the Gothic to the contemporary, plus some 25,000 architectural drawings and a major photography collection. The impressive permanent collection, including Albrecht Dürer’s fabled Hare (1502), is complemented by important temporary exhibitions. Info: Tel 43/1-534-830; www.albertina.at.




Schloss Belvedere (Belvedere Palace)—This is actually two 18th-century palaces separated by landscaped gardens. The upper palace exhibits 19th- and 20th-century Viennese art, including the world’s largest collection of paintings by Gustav Klimt (The Kiss and Judith among them). The lower palace showcases the Gothic and Baroque. Info: Tel 43/1-795-57134; www.belvedere.at.




Kunsthistorisches Museum—One of the richest fine-arts museums on the planet, with works from the ancient world and all over Europe, is housed in palatial galleries across from the Hofburg Palace. The Italian and Flemish collections are especially fine, as is the world’s largest collection of paintings by Pieter Brueghel the Elder, which includes his Hunters in the Snow. Info: Tel 43/1-525244-025; www.khm.at.




MuseumQuartier (MQ)—Once the grounds of the imperial stables and now Vienna’s sprawling cutting-edge cultural complex, the MQ is home to open-air restaurants and more than 60 arts institutions, including museums, artist studios, and performance spaces. The Kunsthalle hosts contemporary exhibitions, the steel-gray Museum Moderner Kunst (MUMOK) features modern art and international design, and the limestone Leopold Museum boasts the world’s largest collection of works by Egon Schiele. Recharge at the popular café/restaurant Halle, in the MQ. Info: Tel 43/1-523-5881; www.mqw.at.




St. Charles Church (Karlskirche)—Built in the early 18th century, this Baroque masterpiece has an entrance framed by huge freestanding columns, replicas of Rome’s Trajan’s Column. From the top of the dome, enjoy the heavenly frescoes within and the magnificent views out over the city. Info: Tel 43/1-504-6187; www.karlskirche.at.




St. Stephen’s Cathedral (Stephansdom)—Even after centuries of renovation and rebuilding, the Stephansdom, dedicated in 1147, retains a medieval atmosphere. Its towering Gothic spires still dominate the city skyline. Inside, it’s full of monuments, sculptures, and paintings. Catacomb tours run regularly, revealing sarcophagi of former archbishops and Hapsburg emperors. Info: Tel 43/1-515-52-3054; www.stephanskirche.at.




Schloss Schönbrunn—Built by the Hapsburgs between 1696 and 1712, this 1,441-room summer palace was inspired by Versailles and is filled with delicate Rococo touches that set it in contrast to the starker Hofburg. Mozart performed here at age six for the Empress Maria Theresa, and Emperor Franz Joseph was born here. About 40 of its rooms are open to visitors, and the palace’s park, opened to the public around 1779, is still popular for its hedge maze, reproduction Roman ruins, botanical garden, and zoo. Info: Tel 43/1-811-13-239; www.schoenbrunn.at.
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The country’s most-visited Christmas market takes place at Rathausplatz, Vienna’s City Hall square, during the weeks leading up to the holiday.




Other Must-Dos


Christmas in Vienna—Vienna is Christmas: white with snow, adorned with traditional decorations, and beautifully noncommercial. There’s midnight mass at St. Stephen’s, where the Vienna Boys’ Choir performs Viennese carols. At City Hall’s Christkindlmarkt, which dates back to 1298, hundreds of festive outdoor stands sell everything that smells and tastes of the holidays. Behind the MuseumsQuartier, the bohemian Spittelberg neighborhood’s more intimate market is popular for its artisanal stalls along narrow lanes fronting Biedermeier and Baroque façades.




The Musikverein—Built in 1867, with nearly flawless acoustics, the Musikverein is one of the greatest music halls in the world. It’s home to the Vienna Philharmonic, whose New Year’s concert featuring the music of Johann Strauss is broadcast around the globe. The celebrated Vienna Mozart Concerts take place here and elsewhere in town, from May to October. Info: Tel 43/1-505-8190; www.musikverein.at.




The Staatsoper (Vienna State Opera)—Built in 1887 as the imperial court opera, the green-domed opera house is one of the world’s best, offering an incredibly long season of masterworks by Verdi, Mozart, and Strauss. Info: Tel 43/1-514-44-2250; www.wiener-staatsoper.at.




Viennese Ball Season—Vienna takes its ball season seriously. Beginning on New Year’s Eve with the Imperial Ball at the Hofburg and continuing through Fasching (Carnival) season until Lent begins, thousands of white-tied and elegant-gowned waltzers attend more than 300 formal balls. The belle of them all is the legendary Opera Ball, established by the Emperor Franz Josef in 1877 and held in the ornate Staatsoper. Tickets are easier to come by for galas hosted by the professions, including the Coffeehouse Owners’ and Florists’ Balls, held in such venerable venues as the Imperial Palace and City Hall. Info: www.vienna.info. Opera Ball, Vienna State Opera: Tel 43/1-514-44-2250; www.wiener-staatsoper.at. Cost: from $310. Imperial Ball, Hofburg: Tel 43/1-587-36-66214; www.kaiserball.at. Cost: from $190.




Where to Stay


Hotel Altstadt—This former aristocrat’s home in the cobbled Spittelberg neighborhood has been carefully transformed into a modern 42-room Viennese inn featuring contemporary art from the owner’s personal collection. The newest wing, designed by renowned Italian architect Matteo Thun in 2006, features nine dramatic rooms with gray-black walls and red velvet upholstery. Info: Tel 43/1-522-6666; www.altstadt.at. Cost: from $180.




Hotel Imperial—Built in 1863 in the Renaissance style by Emperor Franz Josef for his niece and her husband, Vienna’s trophy hotel is still the official hotel for state visitors. Many details remain unchanged (give or take a few multimillion-dollar renovations): priceless furnishings, marble floors, gilded balustrades, ceiling frescoes, glittering chandeliers. Guests will naturally feel as if they’re being treated like Queen Elizabeth, who uttered before leaving that it was “the most beautiful hotel we have ever stayed in.” Info: Tel 43/1-501-100; in the U.S., 800325-3589; www.imperialvienna.com. Cost: from $500.




Hotel König von Ungarn—Simple and polished, with old-world service, the 44-room King of Hungary property is Vienna’s oldest hotel, tucked away in the shadow of St. Stephen’s cathedral and in operation since 1746. After a day of exploring Old Town’s busy Kârnterstrasse and meandering passageways, relax over drinks in the lovely glass-ceilinged courtyard. Info: Tel 43/1515-840; www.kvu.at. Cost: from $270.




Hotel Rathaus Wein und Design—Housed in an 1890s building with a gorgeous original iron elevator and inviting winter garden, this intimate hotel takes wine appreciation to new levels. All its 39 handsome, high-ceilinged guest rooms are stocked with professional stemware and wine-based bath products, and each room is dedicated to a top Austrian vintner who provides wines for the minibar. Info: Tel 43/1-400-1122; www.hotel-rathaus-wien.at. Cost: from $210.




The Ring Hotel—This chic urban hideaway behind a historic façade is known for impeccable service and laid-back luxe design. The Ring boasts a superb location on the leafy Ringstrasse, an inviting spa, and 68 spacious rooms with high ceilings and easy-on-the-eyes minimalist décor. It is a welcome alternative to the city’s ubiquitous Imperial style. Info: Tel 43/1-221-22; www.theringhotel.com. Cost: from $250.




Hotel Sacher—Opened in 1876 by Eduard Sacher, 44 years after his father created their namesake torte (still served in the hotel’s café; see here), this luxury hotel evokes pure elegance, from the plushly decorated parlor and crystal chandeliers to guest rooms with silk-covered walls and original paintings from its private collection. A roof-raising expansion in 2005 added two floors of more modern accommodations and a new sister property has opened in Salzburg. Info: Tel 43/1-514-560; www.sacher.com. Cost: from $515.




Sofitel Vienna Stephansdom—Designed by Pritzker Prize—winning architect Jean Nouvel, this new glass-and-steel tower near St. Stephen’s delivers 182 tasteful guest rooms furnished in minimalist crème, gray, and black, with fabulous views of the city and the Vienna Woods. The lobby features a magnificent vertical garden, covering one multistory wall with 20,000 species of vegetation, and the top floor’s glass-encased Le Loft restaurant offers dazzling panoramic views. Info: Tel 43/1-906-160; www.sofitel-vienna.com. Cost: from $290; dinner $80.





Eating & Drinking


Demel and Sacher—Open since 1887, Demel is the high temple of Viennese pastry and one of the reasons this city is known as Europe’s pastry capital, setting up an Olympic-size array of more than 60 confections in its music-box-perfect front rooms. The five-layer chocolate Anna torte and the profoundly rich chocolate Sacher torte are house specialties. Compare the goods at the Hotel Sacher’s café (both insist they have the original secret recipe). Demel’s usually wins out; however, Sacher’s strudel (mit Schlagobers—with whipped cream) knows no rival. Demel: Tel 43/1-535-17170; www.demel.at. Sacher: Tel 43/1-514-560; www.sacher.com.




Ein Wiener Salon—Designed like a stylish Viennese drawing room, with midnight blue wallpaper and outsize portraits of Empress Maria Theresa and Emperor Francis I, this small, romantic eatery offers imaginative four- to six-course menus that change with the seasons. You might find chickpea soup with smoked duck breast and homemade celery ravioli with beetroot and caviar. Info: Tel 43/1-660-654-2785. Cost: dinner $55.




The Heuriger experience—At these rustic alfresco wine taverns, sprinkled along the edge of the nearby Vienna Woods (the Wienerwald), large quantities of wine help generate an atmosphere alive with bonhomie, singing, and shameless Viennese accordion schmaltz. The simple Viennese fare typically includes hearty soups, potato dumplings, and wild game dishes. Beethoven once lived at Mayer am Pfarrplatz in 1817; today it’s a characteristic Heuriger with live music. Info: Tel 43/1-370-1287; www.pfarrplatz.at. Cost: dinner $40.




Hollmann Salon—Step into the city’s most beautiful courtyard, where cobblestones and Baroque façades front art galleries, private homes, and this stylish restaurant. Beneath the vaulted ceilings hung with steel antler chandeliers lie long wooden tables for communal seating and an open stainless-steel kitchen that bestow a chic Austrian farmhouse warmth. Three- and four-course menus are driven by seasonal (and when possible organic) local ingredients: You may find standouts such as marinated venison with baked apple pancake, honey nuts, and plum mousse. Info: Tel 43/1-961-196-040; www.hollmann-salon.at. Cost: dinner $45.




Palmenhaus—Overlooking the imperial gardens, the spectacular Art Nouveau conservatory where Emperor Franz Joseph came to relax now serves fine Austrian fare with a contemporary twist and impressive wine list. Savor your meal amid the glass-and-steel eatery’s gargantuan ancient palms. Info: Tel 43/1-533-1033; www.palmenhaus.at. Cost: dinner $45.




Steirereck—One of Austria’s finest and most beloved restaurants and the innovator of New Viennese Cuisine, the Steirereck offers elaborate dishes that arrive with their own recipe card and are made with fresh local produce and products from chef Heinz Reitbauer’s farm. Enjoy grilled guinea fowl with porcini fig duxelles, or veal with raw marinated scallops and black salsify. At Meierei, the adjacent white-on-white dairy bar and bistro is open all day long with a menu that features soups, Wiener schnitzel, 120 varieties of cheese, and homemade strudels. Info: Tel 43/1-713-3168; www.steirereck.at. Cost: dinner $100, lunch $35; at Meierei $35.




Traditional coffeehouses—For centuries, artists and literati have been gathering at Viennese coffeehouses to linger for hours over kaffee und kuchen (coffee and cake), while perusing racks of newspapers or engaging in (usually) friendly debate. To this day, each coffeehouse has its own personality and devoted following. One of the city’s most famous intellectual cafés remains the classic, atmospheric Café Hawelka—order the signature buchteln (jam-filled dumplings). Adorning the walls are works artists used to pay their tabs. Since 1880, artists and musicians from the nearby Theater an der Wien have been regulars at cozy Café Sperl. Create your own niche and relax in a plush red-velvet window seat, while savoring the signature sausages and fabulous plum cake. At Café Central, famous at the turn of the last century for its literary patrons (Sigmund Freud and Robert Musil were regulars), vaulted ceilings and marble pillars evoke a majestic setting for apple strudel and a cup of frothy wiener mélange. At all three coffeehouses, expect superb coffee that’s dense, bitter, and fresh. Café Hawelka: Tel 43/1-512-8230; www.hawelka.com. Café Sperl: Tel 43/1-586-4158; www.cafesperl.at. Café Central: Tel 43/1-533-376-326; www.palaisevents.at.
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Café Central has a long history as a favorite meeting place for Vienna intellectuals.
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Winning Wines Along the Danube


_______________


The Wachau Valley


Austria


With 1,730 acres of vineyards inside the city limits, Vienna is one of the world’s most unique wine regions. But for the cream of the area’s wine-producing crop, head northwest to the Wachau Valley along the Danube. Though its grape-producing land represents a small percentage of the country’s 120,000 acres of vineyards, the region accounts for the lion’s share of top releases.


Fortified abbeys and castles crown the valley’s rolling hills, on which steeply terraced vineyards alternate with forested slopes and apricot orchards. A mild climate and the beautiful Danube have made the region ideal for vine cultivation since the Romans introduced it nearly 2,500 years ago. Towpaths along the Danube allowed horses to pull shiploads of wine upriver, and today cyclists pedal through wine country along one of Europe’s most beloved bike paths.


Dominating the region are family-owned operations that produce award-winning rieslings and grüner veltliners known for rich fruit flavors. Sample them in towns up and down the Danube, including Krems, Klosterneuburg, and Poysdorf. The region’s largest winemaking community, Langenlois, boasts soil honeycombed with wine caves. The city’s modern temple to wine-making is the Steven Holl—designed Loisium, a steel-clad structure that houses an 80-room hotel, wine spa, and wine-producing facilities. Guests encounter wine at every turn, with lights shaped like corks and a view of the vineyards through the hotel’s transparent ground floor.


Medieval Dürnstein may be the Wachau’s loveliest town, dominated by the hilltop ruins of 17th-century Kuenringer Castle, which are said to have inspired the magic kingdoms of the Brothers Grimm tales. Enjoy a perfect dinner and a glass of the local grüner veltliner on the terrace of the old-world Hotel Schloss Dürnstein, where many of the elegantly traditional rooms offer beautiful views of the river.


In the very center of town, the Hotel-Restaurant Sänger Blondel, a comfortable, charmingly old-fashioned guesthouse, has a good restaurant and delightful owners, who serve breakfast under the garden’s chestnut trees. Outside town, the Melk Abbey (Stift Melk), a 1,000-year-old Benedictine monastery, showcases manuscripts and precious works of art, including the famous Melk crucifix. This particularly picturesque, 21-mile stretch of the Danube is a lovely day trip and short boat cruise from Vienna and a highlight of longer cruises from Budapest.


Where: 45 miles/73 km northwest of Vienna. Loisium: Tel 43/2734-771-000; www.loisium.com. Cost: from $200. Hotel Schloss Dünstein: Tel 43/2711-212; www.schloss.at. Cost: from $250; dinner $55. When: closed Nov–early Apr. Hotel-Restaurant Sänger Blondel: Tel 43/2711-253; www.saengerblondel.at. Cost: rooms from $125; dinner $30. Melk Abbey: Tel 43/2752-5550; www.stiftmelk.at. How: DDSG Blue Danube offers riverboat tours. Tel 43/1-588-800; www.ddsg-blue-danube.at. When: mid-Apr–Oct. Best times: early Apr for apricot blossoms; late Apr–early May for Danube Music Festival in Krems; late May for Melk Summer Festival; mid-Aug for Weissenkirchen’s Riesling festival; late Aug–Nov for grape harvest and Weinherbst, the local wine cellars’ harvest celebration.
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Epicenter of Art and Fashion


_______________


The Rubens Trail


Antwerp, Belgium
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Rubens lived in Rubenshuis from 1611 until his death.


With its port on the broad estuary of the River Scheldt, Antwerp was a trading powerhouse in the 16th and 17th centuries, a Golden Age of intellectual, commercial, and artistic life of the Low Countries. This was the era of Peter Paul Rubens, who returned from training in Italy in 1609 to enthrall his homeland with his matchless technique and dynamic composition. His great early showpieces were a pair of triptychs, Raising of the Cross (1610) and Descent from the Cross (1612), made for the Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal (Cathedral of Our Lady). It is the largest Gothic cathedral in the Low Countries, with an ornamented, 404-foot white stone tower that soars above the Grote Markt, the old town square. It is still the city’s reference point, ringing its 49-bell carillon every Monday evening in the summer months.


A short walk through central Antwerp leads to the Rubenshuis, the mansion where Rubens lived and ran his busy workshop; several of his canvases are still on display here. For further insight into the time in which he lived, head for the Rockoxhuis. The home of one of Rubens’s wealthy patrons, Nicolaas Rockox, it is filled with furniture, paintings, and objets d’art. Rubens provided engravings for the influential printing house founded by Christophe Plantin, whose lavish home and workshops have been converted into the intriguing Museum Plantin-Moretus. The Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (KMSKA, Royal Museum of Fine Arts Antwerp) has one of the world’s largest collections of Rubens’s work, but is undergoing massive renovation until late 2017, so its collections can only be glimpsed elsewhere, in temporary exhibitions.


The inspiration and sense of daring innovation that drove Rubens still ripples through Antwerp, today known for its diamond and fashion industries. It can also be witnessed in Antwerp’s most stylish small hotel, De Witte Lelie (The White Lily), which occupies an imaginatively transformed 17th-century mansion. The city’s historic past is echoed in the elegant 36-room Hotel Rubens—Grote Markt, whose rare surviving lookout tower was built in medieval times to watch out for trading ships on the River Scheldt.


Where: 34 miles/55 km north of Brussels. Visitor info: visit.antwerpen.be. Rubenshuis: Tel 32/3-201-1555; www.rubenshuis.be. Rockoxhuis: Tel 32/3-201-9250; www.rockoxhuis.be. Museum Plantin-Moretus: Tel 32/3-221-1450; www.museumplantinmoretus.be. KMSKA: Tel 32/3-224-9550; www.kmska.be. De Witte Lelie: Tel 32/3226-1966; www.dewittelelie.be. Cost: from $350. Hotel Rubens-Grote Markt: Tel 32/3-222-4848; www.hotelrubensantwerp.be. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $270 (peak). Best times: Jul–Aug for Zomer van Antwerpen (Summer of Antwerp) festival; Aug for the Middelheim Jazz Festival; Dec for the Christmas Market in the Grote Markt.
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Heavenly Brews


_______________


Beer in Belgium


Belgium
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Trappist monks run the historic Orval church and brewery.


In a country barely the size of New Jersey, the breadth of Belgium’s unparalleled beer-brewing industry is astonishing. Some 125 breweries produce several hundred varieties (some sources say 800), including “white beers” made of wheat, stratospherically strong Bush beers, dark and winey Rodenbach, and the famous Trappist beers brewed for centuries under the watchful eyes of monks and, no doubt, St. Arnold, Belgium’s own patron saint of beer.


The Abbaye d’Orval is one of the country’s five Trappist breweries. Set in the forested hills of the Ardennes region, 100 miles south of Brussels, its ruins date to 1110; other buildings date to the 17th century. A community of monks carefully tends the beautiful grounds, medicinal herb garden, and dispensary, where the famous Orval beer is sold along with artisanal bread and cheese.


Belgium’s Trappist breweries, and many of its other breweries, are not generally open to the public. One happy exception, halfway between the Abbaye d’Orval and Brussels, is the little Brasserie du Bocq. Founded in 1858 and still operated by the Belot family, it produces 10 varieties of beer. Another accessible brewery is in Bruges (see here): De Halve Maan (The Half Moon) has been making beer since 1856; today it turns out two excellent varieties that pack a punch, Brugse Zot (6 percent ABV) and Straffe Hendrik (9 percent ABV).


Brussels lies in the Valley of the Senne, where an unusual wild, air-borne yeast called brettanomyces is found. This is the secret of the unique beers of Brussels called lambic: The warm brew is placed in copper basins open to the air, and the yeast does its work. Lambic is blended and matured to create gueuze, mixed with cherry juice to make kriek. and with caramelized sugar to make faro—all classic Brussels beers. You can see these processes at the atmospheric Cantillon Brewery, which doubles as the Musée Bruxellois de la Gueuze, located in the Brussels suburb of Anderlecht.


For a good variety of beer in Brussels, ask anyone for directions to the celebrated tavern La Fleur en Papier Doré, just a 5-minute walk from the Grand Place, in the Rue des Alexiens. It was a favorite haunt of the surrealists, including René Magritte. Order some tasty, traditional bruxellois bar food, such as pottekeis (light cheese spread) and bloempanch (blood sausage), for a quintessential Belgian meal.


Abbaye d’Orval: Tel 32/61-31-1261; www.orval.be. Where to stay: Auberge du Moulin Hideux, a refined country inn with a well-known restaurant housed in a 17th-century mill, is 20 minutes from Orval. Tel 32/61-46-7015; www.moulinhideux.be. Cost: from $240; dinner $90. When: open mid-Mar–mid-Dec. Brasserie du Bocq: Tel 32/82-61-0780; www.bocq.be. De Halve Mann: Tel 32/50-44-4222; www.halvemaan.be. Musée Bruxellois de la Gueuze: Tel 32/2-521-4928; www.cantillon.be. La Fleur en Papier Doré: 32/2-511-1659; www.lafleurenpapierdore.be. Cost: lunch $20. Best time: early Sep for Brussels Belgian Beer Weekend.
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A Medieval Moment Captured in Time


_______________


Bruges


Belgium
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Canals still flow throughout Bruges, which has retained much of its medieval architecture.


Bruges, or Brugge, is a perfectly formed city in miniature, brimming with reminders of its age of glory in medieval times. It’s the kind of place that’s easy to explore on foot. Better still, take a tour in an open boat on the meandering, willow-lined canals, to learn how Bruges was once linked to the world beyond and why it is called the “Venice of the North.”


This was once one of Europe’s most prosperous cities, the 15th-century capital of the Dukes of Burgundy, and a busy trading hub where Italian bankers rubbed shoulders with merchants from Spain, England, and Scandinavia. Then, in the early 16th century, political power shifted away, the canals silted up, and Bruges fell into a long decline until it was rediscovered more than 300 years later.


The riches of Bruges’s golden age become vividly clear at the city’s small but exquisite Groeninge Museum. When Jan van Eyck painted his Virgin with Canon Joris van der Paele in 1436, he was depicting not just a sacred scene but also the kind of luxuries and supreme craftsmanship that surrounded him: the sumptuous textiles, the gemstones, the finely tooled armor. In a similar vein, the German-born and prolific local master Hans Memling painted six works of jewel-like precision for the chapel of Sint-Janshospitaal, the medieval hospital where they can still be seen.


Day-trippers flock to Bruges from Brussels to swarm around its medieval landmarks: the towering town belfry, the 14th-century Gothic Stadhuis (town hall), the Onthaalkerk Onze-Lieve-Vrouw (Church of Our Lady) with its white marble Madonna and Child by Michelangelo, and the 13th-century Begijnhof, a self-contained conventlike community that flourished for 600 years and remains a world apart. Linger overnight at the Prinsenhof, one of Bruges’s many supremely comfortable hotels, with 24 rooms housed in a 20th-century mansion. Or try the family-owned Alegria, a small and stylish central inn. Cozy bistros serving the regional favorite of moules-frites (mussels and fries) are plentiful; try Restaurant Patrick Devos, where a centuries-old house is the elegant setting for first-class French cuisine cooked with a Belgian twist. Then take a stroll to the city’s central square, the Burg, glorious when illuminated at night.


Where: 62 miles/100 km northwest of Brussels. Visitor info: www.brugge.be. Groeninge Museum and Memling in Sint-Jan: Tel 32/50-44-8743; www.brugge.be. Prinsenhof: Tel 32/50-34-2690; www.prinsenhof.com. Cost: from $220. Alegria: Tel: 32/50-33-0937; www.alegria-hotel.com. Cost: from $125. Restaurant Patrick Devos: Tel 32/50-33-5566; www.patrickdevos.be. Cost: dinner $90. Best times: Mar–Nov for boat tours; May for Procession of the Holy Blood on Ascension Day (40 days after Easter); Aug for Klinkers music festival.
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A Connoisseur’s Nirvana


_______________


Belgian Chocolate


Brussels, Belgium


Stand outside the Leonidas shop on the Boulevard Anspach—one of the 22 Brussels outlets of this leading Belgian manufacturer—and you might think it was fast food the place was selling, not luxury chocolates. But the reason the crowds gather is for the assortments of pralines (filled chocolates): Wrapped in a small, gilded treasure box called a ballotin, they make for a perfect gift, everyone’s first-choice souvenir to take home. Once an indulgence of the rich, Belgian chocolate is now a favorite of the masses.


The high quality of Belgian chocolate has to do with both the raw materials used to make it and the method by which it is made. It has high levels of cocoa solids and cocoa butter and is subjected to long and intense processing. For a more detailed explanation of what makes Belgian chocolate so wonderful, visit the Musée du Cacao et du Chocolat (the chocolate museum), close to the Grand Place.


Brussels claims to be the birthplace, in 1912, of the praline—the triumph of Jean Neuhaus, who sold his confections in the Galeries Royales St-Hubert, the elegant 19th-century shopping arcade near the Grand Place. Neuhaus is now another leading brand of Belgian luxury chocolates; the third may be the most recognizable—Godiva, founded in 1926.


Godiva, along with Leonidas and Neuhaus, sell high-quality chocolates, but if you are in search of smaller, artisanal brands, try the handmade chocolates by Mary, founded in 1919. They rank among the finest anywhere—the chocolatier has earned a warrant from the royal court. Mary’s elegant shop—appropriately located in Rue Royale—looks like a jewelry store, with its bonbons displayed like precious baubles. The venerable family-run chocolatier-pâtissier Wittamer, in the Place du Grand Sablon, founded in 1910, also has a royal warrant, and produces pralines to match their exquisite cakes. Across the square is Pierre Marcolini, who has introduced a new panache in the flavors, shapes, and packaging of his chocolates.


Musée du Cacao du Chocolat: Tel 32/2-514-2048; www.mucc.be. Mary: Tel 32/2-217-4500; www.mary.be. Wittamer: Tel 32/2-512-3742; www.wittamer.com. Pierre Marcolini: Tel 32/2-247-9950; www.marcolini.be.
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The Original Golden Wonders


_______________


Belgian Frites


Brussels, Belgium


Belgium’s pommes frites are not french fries at all—a grievous misnomer, as this universally known and loved side order is Belgian in origin. Belgians make the best frites in the world: Crispy, sweet, lightly bronzed—these are the gold standard of fries. What makes Belgian frites so special? First, there’s the sweet bintje potato they’re made from. Second, and most important, the frites are twice-fried: once to cook them through, then a second time, in hotter oil, to make them golden brown and crisp, or bien croustillantes.


Well-made frites can be snacked on at any time of day, smothered with a healthy dollop of mayonnaise. They are sold from roadside stalls called friteries or frietkoten. One of the most celebrated friteries in Brussels is Maison Antoine, in the middle of Place Jourdan, a stand-at-the-counter outdoor eatery close to the district now devoted to the administration of the European Union. With 60 years of frying to its credit, it produces supreme frites and offers more than 25 sauces to go with them. In traditional friterie style, you can also snack on carbonnade (beef stew cooked with beer), boulettes (meatballs), sausages, burgers, or brochettes, but it is the frites that take center stage.


With the unofficial national dish of mussels and fries—moules-frites—the Belgians discovered a perfect marriage. They steam their mussels in simple marinière style (flavored with a little chopped onion, celery, carrot, parsley, bay leaf, and thyme), and then serve heaping mounds of them. Brussels’s most famous place to eat moules-frites is Chez Léon, close to the Grand Place, in the original location (established 1893) of what is now an international brand: Boisterous, busy, and popular with tourists, this is as close as moules-frites come to fast food. The dish is also on the menu at some of the restaurants in and around the Place Ste-Catherine, such as the highly respected La Marée, a no-frills place that is loved by locals.


Maison Antoine: Tel: 32/2-230-5456; www.maisonantoine.be. Cost: lunch $15. Chez Léon: Tel 32/2-511-1415; www.chezleon.be. Cost: dinner $35. La Marée: Tel 32/2-511-0040; www.lamaree-sa.com. Cost: dinner $45.
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At the Heart of the Continent’s Capital


_______________


La Grand Place


Brussels, Belgium
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In August of even-numbered years, a flower carpet of begonias is created, covering La Grand Place.


Few urban squares have the impact of Brussels’s gigantic, one-of-a-kind Grand Square (Grote Markt in Dutch). Louis XIV of France bombarded the entire city center in 1695, destroying more than 5,000 buildings; what you see today is damage-turned-triumph. Most art historians agree with Jean Cocteau, who called it “a splendid stage.” Indeed, the ornate Flemish Renaissance and Baroque façades of the powerful (and competitive) guild houses provide the perfect foil for the Gothic Hôtel de Ville (Stadhuis in Dutch, or town hall), which dates to 1449 and is the only building to have survived the destruction.


The square has been the heart of town since the 13th century, and something is always going on here: For a ringside seat, order a Trappist beer on the terrace of the Roy d’Espagne tavern, in the former guild house of the bakers. Or stop by the 17th-century brick-arched cellar of ’t Kelderke and dig in to a traditional Belgian dish such as anguilles au vert (eels in green herb sauce). Find more refined fare at the wood-paneled restaurant La Maison du Cygne, a longtime favorite in a building that once housed the butcher’s guild.


The grand, neo-Gothic Maison du Roi is home to the Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles, which tells the story of the city. Among the stranger items on display are miniature costumes belonging to the city’s mascot, the Manneken-Pis. The bronze statue and fountain depict a little boy doing what the name suggests and is a short walk west of the Grand Place.


You can stay close to the action at one of the city’s best addresses, the Hotel Amigo, right behind the town hall; its name dates from the era when the Spanish ruled the Netherlands (1519-1713), but its style is sumptuous and modern, in keeping with the Rocco Forte luxury hotels. For a scaled-back alternative nearby, consider Le Dixseptième, the former Spanish ambassador’s residence, now reborn as one of Brussels’s most delightful boutique hotels.


Visitor info: http://visitbrussels.be. ’t Kelderke: Tel 32/2-513-7344; www.atgp.be. Cost: dinner $40. La Maison du Cygne: Tel 32/2-511-8244; www.lamaisonducygne.be. Cost: dinner $80. Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles: Tel 32/2-279-4350; www.brusselsmuseums.be. Hotel Amigo: Tel 32/2-547-4747; www.roccofortehotels.com. Cost: from $300 (off-peak), from $535 (peak); dinner $50. Le Dixseptième: Tel 32/2-517-1717; www.ledixseptieme.be. Cost: from $205. Best times: Jul–Sep for nightly Music and Light Show; 1st Tues and Thurs in Jul for the Ommegang, a costumed medieval pageant; mid-Aug in even years for the Tapis de Fleurs, a “carpet” of living flowers.
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Birthplace of an Enduring Style


_______________


A Showcase of Art Nouveau


Brussels, Belgium
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Maison St-Cyr’s impressive ironwork sets it apart.


Brussels is a place of pilgrimage for Art Nouveau fans from all over the world, and their first stop is often the former home of seminal architect Victor Horta, who built it in the suburb of St-Gilles. Completed in 1901, the house was designed down to the last detail and is a showcase of stained glass, wrought iron, and finely crafted woodwork. Today it is preserved as the Musée Horta.


The style Horta helped popularize was Art Nouveau, “new art,” because, with its highly stylized organic curves and embrace of new materials, it made no reference to past styles. Horta’s first experimentation—and one of the first appearances of Art Nouveau in architecture—was the Hôtel Tassel (6 Rue Paul-Émile Janson), whose groundbreaking innovations include a semiopen floor plan and an interior iron structure with ornate botanical lines. Other Art Nouveau homes by various architects can be seen in Rue Faider, Rue Defacqz, and in the streets west of the Étangs d’Ixelles. Close to the Parc du Cinquantenaire, there is the lavishly decorated Maison Cauchie (5 Rue des Francs), a rarity in that it is open to the public, and the extraordinary Maison St-Cyr (11 Square Ambiorix).


The use of Art Nouveau in commercial architecture can be admired at the iron-and-glass Old England department store, now reborn as the Musée des Instruments de Musique (le MIM). It holds a world-class collection of more than 600 musical instruments (and an inviting top-floor café-with-a-view). Be sure to pop over to the Centre Belge de la Bande Dessinée, which chronicles the history of the comic strip (Tintin, the boy reporter created by cartoonist Georges Remi, whose pen name was Hergé, may be the most famous Belgian in the world) and is housed in a fabric warehouse designed by Horta in 1903-6.


Such buildings are the rare survivors. Art Nouveau fell out of fashion after World War I, and many of the greatest examples of the movement were destroyed. Only a renewed appreciation for the style in the late 1960s turned the tide. Spoil yourself at Comme Chez Soi (Just Like Home), a revered name in the capital city’s restaurant scene, with elegant Horta-inspired Art Nouveau décor. The artistic venue sets the mood for what many say is the city’s finest French haute-cuisine experience.


Musée Horta: 32/2-543-0490; www.hortamuseum.be. La Maison Cauchie: Tel 32/2-733-8684; www.cauchie.be. MIM: Tel 32/2-545-0130; www.mim.be. Centre Belge de la Bande Dessinée: Tel 32/2-219-1980; www.comicscenter.net. Comme Chez Soi: Tel 32/2-512-2921; www.commechezsoi.be. Cost: dinner $120.
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A Country’s Best-Kept Secret


_______________


Ghent


Belgium


The water of the River Leie stands mirror-still between the old quays in the heart of Ghent. Reflections pick up the sandstone and brick stepped gables of the centuries-old guild- and warehouses, now doing a brisk business as cafés and restaurants. They once dominated a busy river port here, overseeing trade that linked Ghent to the rest of Europe and the world. From the old Sint-Michielsbrug (St. Michael Bridge), the towers and spires built during those days line up like masts in a harbor and include the Belfort, the city belfry with its 54-bell carillon, and the massive cathedral of St. Bavo that houses the multi-paneled Adoration of the Mystic Lamb. Painted by Jan van Eyck and his brother Hubrecht in 1432, it is one of northern Europe’s outstanding cultural treasures and a witness to Ghent’s medieval wealth and standing.


Ghent was the first city in Belgium to industrialize, beginning with textiles at the start of the 19th century. It acquired its much respected university in 1817, and the lavish Vlaamse Opera in 1840. Design Museum Gent (the Dutch spelling of the city’s name) tracks this history through the evolution of decorative style, leading visitors through a series of chronologically furnished rooms that end with Art Nouveau, Art Deco, and post-Modernism. The impressive Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst (Municipal Museum for Contemporary Art), or SMAK, carries the story forward with the cutting-edge work that has helped spotlight Belgian art in today’s international art scene.


Your choice for a meal or a snack can immerse you in various moments along the city’s history. Enjoy lunch at Het Groot Vleeshuis, a 15th-century butcher’s hall, which now showcases the food specialties of Eastern Flanders, of which Ghent is the capital. Or dine amid the cast-iron pillars and galleries of the Brasserie Pakhuis, a 19th-century warehouse theatrically reimagined to match the dynamism of 21st-century Ghent, with an outdoor terrace during warm-weather months.


Where: 35 miles/56 km northwest of Brussels. Visitor info: www.visitgent.be. Design Museum Gent: Tel 32/9-267-9999; www.designmuseumgent.be. SMAK: Tel 32/9-240-7601; www.smak.be. Het Groot Vleeshuis: Tel 32/9-223-2324; www.grootvleeshuis.be. Cost: lunch $30. Brasserie Pakhuis: Tel 32/9-223-5555; www.pakhuis.be. Cost: dinner $35. Best time: late Jul for Gentse Feesten, a festival of music, theater, and street entertainment.
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A City of Folklore


_______________


Liège


Belgium
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Santiago Calatrava designed the Gare de Liège-Guillemins.


An exhilarating wave of glass and steel greets visitors arriving by train at Gare de Liège-Guillemins these days—a characteristically sensational work by the Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava. This is prestige architecture, commissioned to place the city of Liège on the map not only as a stop along the international high-speed train network but also as a destination in itself.


The Musée Grand Curtius is representative of Liège’s new dynamic. Set in a striking 17th-century mansion, it overlooks the broad River Meuse and has recently undergone massive refurbishment to take its place among Europe’s important decorative-art museums. Treasures from ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome; paintings; and antique clocks, furniture, tapestries, and glassware—even historic firearms—are beautifully lit and displayed.


For many centuries, Liège was the capital of the extensive independent territory ruled by grand prince-bishops, one legacy of which is its many fine Gothic churches. (The prince-bishops were eventually booted out in the wake of the French Revolution of 1789.) You can pick up a sense of the character of the liégeois—down-to-earth, independent-minded, with an irreverent sense of humor—at the famous market called La Batte, the largest in Belgium, held every Sunday morning along the north bank of the Meuse. Or drop by the popular Restaurant-Café Lequet to sample the local specialty of boulets à la liégeoise—meatballs with a sweetened sauce—along with the local lager, Jupiler.


The folkloric side of Liège is wonderfully documented in a converted 17th-century convent in the historic heart of the city. The Musée de la Vie Wallonne, also recently refurbished, contains an intriguing collection of artifacts relating to past daily life in Wallonia, the French-speaking part of Belgium.


Where: 60 miles/96 km southeast of Brussels. Visitor info: www.liege.be. Musée Grand Curtius: Tel 32/4-221-6817; www.grandcurtiusliege.be. Restaurant-Café Lequet: Tel 32/4-222-2134. Cost: dinner $30. Musée de la Vie Wallonne: Tel 32/4-237-9060; www.provencedeliege.be. Best times: Sun mornings for La Batte market; Aug 15 for Festival de la République Libre folk festival.
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Vineyards, Country Cuisine, and Half-Timbered Houses


_______________


Strasbourg and the Alsace Wine Road


Alsace, France
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Hunawihr, one of many small villages along the Wine Road, is set among vineyards and has a centuries-old church.


Strasbourg’s magnificent Gothic cathedral, known for its off-center spire and stained-glass windows, dominates the central square of this picturesque town of half-timbered houses, canals, elite schools, and the seat of the European Parliament and Council of Europe. Admire the cathedral from the restaurant Maison Kammerzell, one of the most ornate, well-preserved medieval buildings in Europe, over a plate of delicious choucroute alsacienne, an earthy dish of sauerkraut, sausages, bacon, pork, and potatoes. Modernity is not absent in the city: A historic building houses the sleek and stylish Hôtel Régent Petite France in the historic old quarter, a favorite with reigning presidents and visiting VIPs.


Ownership of Alsace has passed between France and Germany for centuries, most recently during World War II. The Germanic feel lingers along the Route du Vin d’Alsace (Alsatian Wine Road), which passes through one of France’s premier white and dessert wine regions with 50 grand cru vineyards. Rieslings and gewürztraminers are born here, along with sylvaner, muscat, and the sparkling crémant d’Alsace. The 106-mile route runs from Strasbourg to Thann, southwest of Colmar, with the Vosges mountains to the west and the Rhine Valley to the east. It zigzags past dramatic feudal ruins and through enchanting medieval towns where convivial winstubs (Alsatian bistros) serve local wines and choucroute or the ambrosial pâté de foie gras, considered by many to be some of the best in the world.


Of the Wine Road’s 119 gabled wine villages, Riquewihr is the showpiece, with storybook half-timbered houses, cobblestone culs-de-sac, and courtyards anchored by massive wine presses. Nearby Kaysersberg shares the prize for quaintness, and fortified Turckheim has some of the best-preserved medieval architecture in France. For glorious views of the Alsatian plains, visit the hilltop 12th-century Haut-Koenigsbourg castle. Wine Road gastronomes single out the elegant Auberge de l’Ill in Illhaeusern’s idyllic riverside setting. Another star is Rouffach’s hilltop Château d’Isenbourg, built over ancient, vaulted wine cellars, with an impressive Alsatian wine collection and regional cuisine. For an inn with 16th-century charm, try the Hostellerie Le Maréchal in the “Old Venice” quarter of Colmar, the capital of the Wine Road region. Here you’ll find the popular Musée d’Unterlinden, housed in a 13th-century convent and showcasing such masterworks as the 16th-century Issenheim Altarpiece by Matthias Grünewald.


Where: 306 miles/492 km east of Paris. Maison Kammerzell: Tel 33/3-88-324214; www.maison-kammerzell.com. Cost: dinner $50. Régent Petite France: Tel 33/3-88764343; www.regent-petite-france.com. Cost: from $300. Wine Road: www.vinsalsace.com. Auberge de l’Ill: Tel 33/3-89-718900; www.auberge-de-l-ill.com. Cost: rooms from $350; dinner $150. Château d’Isenbourg: Tel 33/3-89-785850; www.chateaudisenbourg.com. Cost: from $180. Hostellerie Le Maréchal: Tel 33/3-89-416032; www.hotel-le-marechal.com. Cost: from $150; dinner $50. Musée d’Unterlinden: Tel 33/3-89-201550; www.musee-unterlinden.com. Best times: Apr–Nov for the Wine Road; Jun and Jul in Strasbourg for Festival International de Musique; Jul for the Colmar International Music Festival; Sep–Oct for wine harvest; late Nov–Dec Strasbourg’s Christmas market, the largest in France.
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The Royal and Rustic in the Shadow of the Pyrenees


_______________


Biarritz and the Pays Basque


Aquitaine, France
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Biarritz draws surfers from all over the world.


The resort of Biarritz, on France’s southwest coast near the Spanish border, has been a favorite international destination since Napoleon III built a villa here in 1855 for his Spanish bride, the Empress Eugénie. A playground first for Russian and British nobility, then for 1930s and ’40s artists, writers, and glitterati, Biarritz and its lovely beaches are still a popular destination, and with some of Europe’s best waves, it’s the unofficial surfing and windsurfing capital of the continent.


Still tinged with past glamour, Napoleon’s villa is now the elegantly refurbished Hôtel du Palais. Many of the hotel’s spacious guest rooms overlook the rugged Atlantic coastline where the mighty Pyrenees step into the Bay of Biscay. This is Pays Basque, an unofficial region that straddles the French-Spanish border. The Basque are fiercely proud of their language (Euskara), their rustic cuisine, and pelota (jai alai), a sport similar to racquetball but played with balls hurled by long, curved baskets. Watch a local game in the village of St-Jean-de-Luz down the coast. Or walk along its horseshoe-shaped beach, considered one of the finest in France.


To get a real taste of Basque landscape and the new Basque cooking influenced by nouvelle cuisine in France, head inland to one of the villages in the hills, such as Aïnhoa, Ascain, or pretty Sare. The last is just 10 minutes from the sea and where you’ll find the Hotel Arraya, known for its great restaurant and a bakeshop that sells gâteau basque, a delicious tart filled with cherry confiture.


For a superb modern take on Basque cuisine, stay overnight at L’Auberge Basque in St-Pée-sur-Nouvelle, which offers an innovative restaurant overlooking the lush countryside.


Continue your Basque dining experience in the pretty medieval border village of St-Jean-Pied-de-Port on the road to Santiago, Spain, an ancient religious pilgrimage route (see here). Master chef Philippe carries on a family tradition and Arrambide conjures up refined interpretations of Pays Basque cooking at Hôtel Les Pyrénées.


Where: 118 miles/190 km southwest of Bordeaux, 20 miles/32 km from the Spanish border. Hôtel du Palais: Tel 33/5-59-416400; in the U.S., 800-745-8883; www.hotel-du-palais.com. Cost: from $500 (off-peak), from $675 (peak). Hotel Arraya: Tel 33/5-59-542046; www.arraya.com. Cost: from $120; dinner $35. When: closed Nov–Mar. L’Auberge Basque: Tel 33/5-59-517000; www.aubergebasque.com. Cost: from $130; dinner $75. Les Pyrénées: Tel 33/5-59-370101; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; http://hotel-les-pyrenees.com. Cost: from $235; dinner $55. Best times: Jun–Sep for beach weather; Jun–Nov for surfing; early Jul for surf festival.
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Basking in Historic Wine Country


_______________


Bordeaux


Aquitaine, France


With well over 7,000 wineries and a wine-making tradition dating back to the 12th century, this fertile region and its famous Médoc, St-Émilion, and Graves vineyards rank among the top in the world. The temperate climate is unlike other wine-growing regions in the country, thanks to Bordeaux’s proximity to the Atlantic Ocean. Fortunately for visiting oenophiles, many private vineyards welcome visitors.


With its rich architectural heritage, the city has more protected buildings than any other French city except Paris; Bordeaux is the largest urban UNESCO World Heritage Site in the world. An expensive revitalization campaign polished up jewels like the Place de la Bourse and the Grand Théâtre, one of Europe’s most beautiful opera houses, with the majestic and voluptuously renovated Grand Hôtel Bordeaux across the street. Hotels such as La Maison Bord’eaux, an elegant 18th-century building with a contemporary interior, exemplify the city’s new energy. Even French cuisine has been overhauled—the menu at the prestigious 19th-century landmark restaurant Le Chapon Fin has been modernized. Those seeking more straightforward, hearty French food—cuisine du terroir—will find it at the venerable La Tupina.


Médoc, north of Bordeaux, is on a triangular, marshy peninsula on the left bank of the Gironde estuary. It is home to some of the more fabled château wines in the country, including Margaux, Latour, Lafite-Rochschild, and Mouton-Rothschild. Rent a car and stay at the Château Cordeillan-Bages in Pauillac, an 18th-century property with a legendary restaurant serving innovative cuisine.


One of the most picturesque villages in the Bordeaux region is St-Émilion, with its steep cobblestone streets and dramatic views of small-parcel vineyards. Spend the night after dinner paired with local wines by St-Émilion vintners at the aristocratic, 19th-century Château Grand Barrail estate, located on its own vineyards.


Just south of Bordeaux is the Graves region, and farther south—about 25 miles—is Sauternes, home to France’s most famous sweet white. Sample it at the luxury hotel and spa Les Sources de Caudalie, and even lather it on your face as part of their renowned “vinothérapie”—antioxidant spa treatments using grapes and thermal springs. Surrounded by the vineyards of the Château Smith Haut-Lafite, the chic enclave also has a gourmet restaurant, aristocratic charm, and a wine cellar with more than 15,000 bottles: It’s wine therapy at its best.


Where: 308 miles/496 km southwest of Paris. Grand Hôtel Bordeaux: Tel 33/5-57-304444; www.ghbordeaux.com. Cost: from $350 (off-peak), from $380 (peak). La Maison Bord’eaux: Tel 33/5-56-440045; www.lamaisonbord-eaux.com. Cost: from $175. Le Chapon Fin: Tel 33/5-56-791010; www.chapon-fin.com. Cost: dinner $90. La Tupina: Tel 33/5-56-915637; www.latupina.com. Cost: dinner $60. Château Cordeillan-Bages: Tel 33/5-56-592424; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.cordeillanbages.com. Cost: from $280; dinner $110. When: closed mid-Dec–mid-Feb. Château Grand Barrail: Tel 33/5-57-553700; www.grand-barrail.com. Cost: from $375; dinner $85. Les Sources de Caudalie: Tel 33/5-57-838383; www.sources-caudalie.com. Cost: from $390; dinner $115. Best times: May–Jun and Sep–Oct for pleasant weather.
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Brimming Markets, Medieval Hamlets, and the Lascaux Caves


_______________


Dordogne


Aquitaine, France


A “country of enchantment” is how novelist Henry Miller described the lush green département, or administrative division, of the Dordogne. This hilly region is rich with medieval hamlets, village markets, imposing châteaux, Romanesque churches, and tranquil rivers; it’s also a great place to sample the local foie gras and hearty red wines.


The site of great battles during the Hundred Years’ War, the Dordogne’s most significant history is ancient, revealed underground in painted prehistoric caves, particularly those of Lascaux. Discovered in 1940 and dubbed “Périgord’s Sistine Chapel,” it’s the world’s most extraordinary repository of prehistoric wall paintings, executed by Stone Age artists around 17,000 years ago. Though permanently closed to the public in 1963 to prevent deterioration, you can tour Lascaux II, 200 yards away, a dazzlingly accurate replica. Astonishing drawings of bison, horses, boars, and bulls have been meticulously re-created using the same pigments available to Cro-Magnon man. More than 18,000 ancient artifacts are on display at the National Prehistory Museum in the town of Les Eyzies-de-Tayac-Sireuil, in the Vézère Valley. Don’t miss the Font-de-Gaume cave nearby, with original Paleolithic artwork that approaches Lascaux’s in importance, or Combarelles and Rouffignac, with their bison and mammoth figures.


Of the pretty towns and walled villages dotting the landscape, a favorite is Sarlat-la-Canéda, capital of Périgord Noir and one of the best-preserved medieval towns in France. Outdoor markets brim with local and seasonal delicacies such as truffles, cèpe mushrooms, foie gras, and jars of duck confit. Soak up the charm of the riverside hotel Moulin de l’Abbaye in the pretty market town of Brantôme, north of Périgueux, or head south and enjoy delicious dishes of regional cuisine under linden trees at the Hotel Le Vieux Logis in Trémolat, a former tobacco barn, whose restaurant is considered the best in the Dordogne.


Just beyond the Dordogne border is Rocamadour, a gravity-defying village and pilgrimage site that rises up the side of a cliff. Join the throngs and climb the 216 steps to its cluster of seven medieval chapels. The most important is the Church of Notre Dame, known as the sanctuary of the Black Madonna.


Where: Lascaux is 270 miles/432 km southwest of Paris. Visitor info: www.tourisme-lascaux.com. How: U.S.-based American Museum of Natural History Expeditions offers tours of the prehistoric caves of France and Spain, including Lascaux II, and Altamira. Tel 800-462-8687 or 212-769-5700; www.amnhexpeditions.org. Cost: 13-day trip from $7,995 inclusive. When: Apr. Moulin de l’Abbaye: Tel 33/5-53-058022; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.moulinabbaye.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak), from $250 (peak). When: closed Nov–Jan. Le Vieux Logis: Tel 33/5-53-228006; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.vieux-logis.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $75. Best times: In Sarlat: Aug for music festival; Wed and Sat mornings for markets and Fri evenings in Jul and Aug for night market; Sat from mid-Nov to mid-Mar for truffle and foie gras markets; mid-Jan for truffle festival.
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The Pastoral Birthplace of Spa Cuisine


_______________


Les Prés d’Eugénie


Aquitaine, France


Nestled in the heart of farm country in the southwestern corner of France, the tiny backwater village of Eugénie-les-Bains is named in honor of the fashionable Empress Eugénie, consort of Napoleon III. She spent many summer weeks here in the late 1800s, charmed by the town’s pastoral setting and ancient thermal springs. Long overlooked by time and tourism, the hamlet was brought back to life in 1973 with the arrival of master chef Michel Guérard and his wife, Christine. They transformed a 16-acre farm in the heart of this village near Biarritz (see here) into Les Prés d’Eugénie, a luxury spa and gastronomic retreat based on his famous cuisine minceur, or spa cuisine, which helped spawn the nouvelle cuisine revolution. Nightly or weekly stays here comprise “cures” for losing weight or treating aching bones while indulging in gourmand calorie-conscious meals. Visitors who are of the calories-to-the-wind school can opt for Guérard’s elaborate full-tilt gourmand menu.


Eugénie-les-Bains consists almost entirely of the meticulously run Guérard fiefdom: two spas (the original plus the new luxury La Ferme Thermale), three restaurants, and five charming guest hotels ranging from refined (the sumptuous suites of L’Impératrice Eugénie) to rustic (the simpler, country-style Maison Rose). Guests can use Eugénie-les-Bains as a base for exploring the serene forested environs, including the nearby mountain town of Pau, the birthplace of Henri IV, or the beautiful Pyrenees and Basque region to the south. But most find it hard to leave the comfort of this quiet village, and book a return to explore the cookery school.


Where: 87 miles/140 km south of Bordeaux. Tel 33/5-58-050607; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.michelguerard.com. Cost: L’Impératrice Eugénie from $780; La Maison Rose from $240; dinner at La Ferme aux Grives $90, gourmand menu $240. Best times: Apr–Jun and Sep–Oct for pleasant weather.
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Seaside Resorts, Fresh Oysters, and Medieval Ramparts


_______________


Brittany’s Emerald Coast


Brittany, France
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Oysters rule in Cancale, the seafood capital of Brittany.


The rugged Emerald Coast of north Brittany (Bretagne) gets its name from the green-blue color of the sea and a dramatic landscape as precious as any gem, with moors, steep cliffs, curving sandy beaches, galloping high tides, and elegant seaside resorts. The 5,000 year-old megaliths found inland reveal the region’s deep Celtic roots.


One of the best-preserved and prettiest towns in Brittany is Dinan, noted for its medieval architecture. Wander the old city’s cobblestone streets or if you’re visiting in July of an even year, take part in the largest medieval festival in Europe, the Fête des Ramparts. A short drive north, along the Rance River on a rocky bluff, is the elegant Belle Époque sea resort town of Dinard, popular in the 1920s with British aristocrats, artists such as Picasso, and Hollywood’s elite. Among the town’s many Victorian-style villas is one of the coast’s most gracious overnight options, the Grand Hôtel Barrière. Built in 1859 in the striking Second Empire style, it is distinguished by rich interiors, sculpted gardens, and views of the ramparts of St-Malo, across the Rance.


In the 16th to 18th centuries, the elegant walled port town of St-Malo was a hot spot for sailors, corsairs, and explorers. Retreating Nazis set the town on fire in 1944, but it was largely rebuilt and much of the original architectural design remains. The town castle houses a museum devoted to native son Jacques Cartier, who helped France claim Quebec (see here) in the 16th century. Enjoy a cozy, friendly retreat at Hotel Elizabeth (ask for a room in the main house), where breakfast is served under 400-year-old wooden beams.


Just east of St-Malo is Cancale, a picturesque fishing village known as the “Oyster Capital of Brittany.” Indulge in a few, cracked open by blue apron—clad fishmongers, at the wooden stalls of the marché aux huitres (oyster market). The best place to enjoy the local catch is at Le Coquillage, in the elegant hotel Château Richeux, a refurbished 1920s villa in nearby Le Buot. Savor fresh dishes as you sip a chilled glass of Muscadet, enjoying the view of the bay of Mont St-Michel and the dramatic Gothic Benedictine abbey (see here).


Where: The Emerald Coast runs from St-Brieuc to Cancale, about 250 miles/400 km north of Paris. Grand Hôtel Barrière: Tel 33/970-809099; in the U.S., 800-745-8883; www.lucienbarriere.com. Cost: from $210. When: closed Dec–Feb. Hotel Elizabeth: Tel 33/2-99-562498; www.saintmalo-hotel-elizabeth.com. Cost: from $120. Château Richeux: Tel 33/2-99-896476; www.maisons-de-bricourt.com. Cost: from $235; dinner $80. Best times: Apr–Jun and Sep–Oct for nice weather and fewer crowds; Jul in even years for Fête des Ramparts medieval festival in Dinan; mid-Aug for France’s best indie rock festival, La Route du Rock, in St-Malo; Oct for British Film Festival in Dinard.
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A Trio of Island Beauties


_______________


Belle-Île, Île de Ré, and Île de Porquerolles


Brittany, Poitou-Charentes, and Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur, France


France has several coasts but only a handful of islands. Three in particular are wonderful places to unwind and live the local life, especially offseason. The sophisticated yet laid-back Belle-Île-en-Mer, off the coast of Brittany near Quiberon, features rugged shorelines, long, sandy beaches, grassy moors with ancient Celtic menhirs, and untrafficked dirt roads perfect for biking. Pretty pastel buildings line the port of Sauzon, on the northern tip, and the tastefully decorated Hotel la Désirade and its fine restaurant are near the dramatic cliffs immortalized by Claude Monet.


Farther south is the chic, genteel Île de Ré, near La Rochelle, whose year-round residents make their living from oysters, salt, and wine. In August, the island becomes a favorite spot for well-heeled Parisians seeking relaxation, and its population increases twelvefold. Bike along the flat, 19-mile-long island, past whitewashed homes with green shutters and seafood shacks serving mussels cooked over pine-needle fires. Or climb the Phare des Baleines (Whales Lighthouse) for a view of the untamed Conche des Baleines, a vast, sandy beach on the north coast. The seawater and climate make the island an ideal thalassotherapy center; the best spa is at the oceanfront Le Richelieu, one of the island’s upscale hotels also known for its excellent restaurant. The stately Hotel de Toiras is a classically decorated 17th-century building overlooking the St-Martin-de-Ré harbor; for a more beachy feel, try the simple but stylish Hotel L’Océan with a nice restaurant.


Visiting the 4-mile-long Mediterranean Île de Porquerolles, near Toulon, is like going back in time—the wild subtropical shoreline, forests, and beaches bounded by heather, scented myrtle, and pine trees suggest what the French Riviera (see here) might have been like a century ago. With only 400 residents, hotels are limited, but the Provençal-style Mas du Langoustier is a good choice, offering sophisticated meals served on an outdoor terrace with a beautiful view.


Where: Belle-Île is 101 miles/162 km west of Nantes. Île de Ré is 295 miles/475 km southwest of Paris. Île de Porquerolles is 24 miles/39 km southeast of Toulon. Hotel la Désirade: Tel 33/2-97-317070; www.hotel-la-desirade.com. Cost: from $180; dinner $60. Le Richelieu: Tel 33/5-46-096070; www.hotel-le-richelieu.com. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $340 (peak); dinner $85. Hotel de Toiras: Tel 33/5-46-354032; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.hotel-de-toiras.com. Cost: from $230; dinner $90. Hotel L’Océan: Tel 33/5-46-092307; www.re-hotel-ocean.com. Cost: from $110; dinner $40. Hôtel Mas du Langoustier: Tel 33/4-94-583009; www.langoustier.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $75. When: closed Oct–Apr. Best times: May–Oct for nicest weather; late Jul–Aug for opera festival in Belle-Île.
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A Premier Wine Region Rich in History


_______________


Burgundy


France
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In Dijon’s highly walkable historic core, the restored half-timbered houses date from the 12th through 15th centuries.


Chassagne-Montrachet. Meursault. Pommard. The Burgundy region produces some of the world’s finest wines. This bucolic region also helped define classic French cuisine with dishes such as escargots (snails) and boeuf bourguignon (beef Burgundy) and has more Romanesque monasteries than any other area in France. Church-owned properties were divided up after the French Revolution, leaving Burgundy with more than 4,500 mostly small and family-run wineries today.


Some of the best lie along the scenic 50-mile Route des Grands Crus that runs from Dijon to Santenay; they include Côte de Nuits and Côte de Beaune (others are Chablis, Côte de Chalonnais, Côte Maçonnais, and Beaujolais to the south). It’s best to call ahead for vineyard tours in such iconic villages as Puligny-Montrachet, Vosne-Romanée, or Aloxe-Corton because not all are open to the public.


Once ruled by dukes wielding more power than kings, Burgundy’s regional capital and only real city, Dijon, retains vestiges of its medieval influence, with beautiful half-timbered houses and mansions. Farther south, in the pretty 2,000-year-old town of Beaune, a lively restaurant scene has sprung up—choose from more than 500 wines at the elegant, contemporary Bistro de l’Hôtel in L’Hôtel de Beaune, or sample traditional Burgundian dishes at Ma Cuisine, an old-time favorite whose specialties include escargots. The chic Hôtel le Cep’s antiques-filled rooms are named after regional grand cru wines.


The village of Saulieu, outside Beaune, helped put French cuisine on the map, thanks to the late, great chef Bernard Loiseau. His spirit lives on at the Relais Bernard Loiseau, whose restaurant continues to draw gastronomes to this stunning Burgundy location.


Nearby, the spectacular 11th-century Basilique Ste-Madeleine—a masterpiece of light and space—perches on a hill in Vézelay with commanding views. At the foot of Vézelay in St-Père-sous-Vézelay is L’Espérance, where revered chef Marc Meneau and his wife, Françoise, gracefully combine rural ease with effortless sophistication. Enjoy peaceful surroundings by staying nearby at the 18th-century Château de Vault de Lugny on 100 acres of beautiful private grounds.


Among the hundreds of Romanesque churches or abbeys in Burgundy, the Abbaye de Fontenay, near Montbard, founded in 1118 by St. Bernard, is the best preserved. The abbey in the nearby town of Cluny, built in 812 and once the largest Christian building in the world, was destroyed during the French Revolution and reconstructed in the 18th century. Not content to spend a few hours in the abbeys’ hallowed halls? Spend the night in the exquisitely restored 12th-century Abbaye de la Bussière and enjoy their acclaimed restaurant, inspiring views, and a contemplative atmosphere.


Where: Dijon is 164 miles/264 km southeast of Paris. Bistro de l’Hôtel: Tel 33/3-80-259410; www.lhotelbeaune.com. Cost: dinner $48. Ma Cuisine: Tel 33/3-80-223022. Cost: dinner $45. Hôtel le Cep: Tel 33/3-80-223548; www.hotel-cep-beaune.com. Cost: from $250. Relais and Bistro Bernard Loiseau: Tel 33/3-80-905353; in the U.S., tel 800-735-2478; www.bernard-loiseau.com. Cost: from $350; dinner $180. L’Espérance: Tel 33/3-86-333910; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.marc-meneau-esperance.com. Cost: from $220; dinner $170. Château de Vault de Lugny: Tel 33/3-86-340786; www.lugny.fr. Cost: from $400. When: closed Nov–Mar. Abbaye de la Bussière: Tel 33/3-80-490229; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.abbaye-dela-bussiere.com. Cost: from $275; dinner $115. Best times: May–Oct for nice weather; late Sep for wine harvest; mid–late Nov in Beaune for wine festival; Nov for Gastronomic Fair in Dijon.
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Cathedrals and Bubbly Wine


_______________


Champagne


Champagne-Ardennes, France


Sparkling wine can come from anywhere, but Champagne with a capital “C” comes only from Champagne, a region of 75,000 vine-laden acres that produces more than 200 million bottles of the coveted bubbly each year. Anchoring the region’s rolling countryside, vineyards, and chalky plains is Reims, with its remarkable Cathédrale Notre-Dame, a graceful masterpiece of Gothic art where nearly all French kings were crowned for a thousand years beginning in 815. Visitors come to admire its richly sculpted façade and beautiful stained-glass windows by Marc Chagall.


Wine lovers head underground to the miles of caves, or wine cellars, carved out by the Romans to obtain chalk for construction and more recently used as makeshift hospital wards, schools, and bomb shelters during the two world wars. In Épernay, world-class names such as Moët et Chandon, Taittinger, Mumm, and Veuve Clicquot Ponsardin tend to their bottles (as does Pommery in Reims). They blend wine from a choice of 60 varieties, putting it through the double-fermentation process that creates Champagne and turning bottles daily for 15 months to three years to dislodge sediment.


Of the 100-plus Champagne houses here, the most famous offer guided tours and tastings. Drive or bike along the scenic Route du Champagne through vineyards and wine-producing villages such as Bouzy, Verzy, and Rilly-la-Montagne. To see more examples of the stunning Gothic cathedrals for which the region is also renowned, detour to nearby Amiens, Loan, or Soissons, all in Picardy.


The ultimate in Champagne luxury requires a stay at the world-famous Chateau Les Crayères hotel (named after the centuries-old chalk cellars) and restaurant, located just outside Reims on the 7-acre former estate of the Princess de Polignac. One of the finest château-hotels in northern France, it features high ceilings, luxurious furnishings, and impeccable grounds. Its star attraction is the gourmet restaurant Le Parc, which offers exquisite dining under the guidance of the talented young chef Philippe Mille, along with, of course, a dizzying selection of Champagnes. Or come for lunch in the more casual brasserie, Le Jardin, located in the beautiful gardens of the château.


Where: Reims is 90 miles/145 km east of Paris. Visitor info: www.reims-tourisme.com. Les Crayères: Tel 33/3-26-828080; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.lescrayeres.com. Cost: from $450; dinner at Le Parc $145; lunch at Le Jardin $40. Best times: May–Oct for best weather; late Jun–early Aug for Les Flâneries Musicales festival in Reims; late Jul for the Champagne Route Festival, with vintners opening cellars to visitors.
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The Rugged Beauty of Corsica’s Cliffs and Beaches


_______________


Les Calanches


Gulf of Porto, Corsica, France
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Explore Les Calanches, which jut into the Mediterranean, by hiking, by car, or on a boat tour.


To the ancient Greeks, the mountainous Mediterranean island of Corsica (Corse) was Kallisté, meaning “the most beautiful.” The French still call it l’Île de Beauté, and for good reason. Corsica’s rugged coastline is dotted with sun-drenched white and gold sand beaches and picturesque coastal towns; in its wild and sparsely inhabited interior, mountainous villages are linked by roads with stunning vistas and hairpin turns.


Though a fiercely independent people proud of living in Napoleon Bonaparte’s birthplace, nationalist tempers have calmed since a 2003 referendum rejected greater autonomy. Today, the island’s greatest drama lies in its astonishing natural beauty, such as the outstanding cliff and rock formations of Les Calanches on the west coast at the Gulf of Porto. The hues of the weathered granite pinnacles and phantasmagorical rock outcroppings shift from orange to pink to vermilion as the light changes, contrasting with the sparkling indigo sea 3,000 feet below. Terraces of the romantic if gently worn Hôtel Roches Rouges, built in 1912, afford magnificent views. Come for acclaimed food, or stay in the pretty village of Piana overlooking the rocks.


To explore the area, take the narrow road that weaves around and past the Calanches or head into the craggy interior on a winding road to the university town of Corte, sitting between two snowcapped peaks. The town’s steep, cobblestone streets are lined with cafés where you’ll hear the Corsican dialect; the plunging cliffs, jagged summits, and glacial lakes surrounding the town make for exhilarating day hikes. The refurbished Hôtel Duc de Padoue, a 19th-century building on Corte’s central square, is a simple but pleasant place to stay.


Corsica is a hiker’s paradise, and one of the most visually arresting trails in Europe is the challenging 112-mile GR20 (for grande randonnée, “great hike”), a network of paths that crosses the island diagonally from the chic resort town of Calvi on the northwest coast. A more easygoing option is the Tra Mare e Monti (Across Sea and Mountains) route, running from Cargèse, south of Les Calanches, to Moriani, on the east coast. For plain old relaxation, put your feet up at the rustic-yet-stylish beachside hotel Le Maquis, on the Gulf of Ajaccio south of the capital, named for the thick underbrush of thyme, lavender, and sage that gives Corsica yet another nickname: “the perfumed isle.”


Where: 50 miles/80 km north of Ajaccio. Visitor info: www.visit-corsica.com. Hôtel Roches Rouges: Tel 33/4-95-278181; www.lesrochesrouges.com. Cost: from $175. Hôtel Duc de Padoue: Tel 33/4-95-460137; www.ducdepadoue.com. Cost: from $110. Le Maquis: Tel 33/4-95-250555; www.lemaquis.com. Cost: from $230 (off-peak), $625 (peak). How: U.S.-based Distant Journeys offers a 12-day “Tra Mare e Monti” walking tour. Tel 888-845-5781; www.distantjourneys.com. Cost: Call for price. Originates in Ajaccio. When: May. Best times: May–Jun and Sep–Oct for fine weather and no crowds; Apr–May for wildflowers.
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From Giverny to Rouen and Honfleur


_______________


Impressionist Normandy


Normandie, France
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The bridge and water lilies of Monet’s home in Giverny were famously captured in his paintings.


In the 1860s, young artists such as Claude Monet, Alfred Sisley, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Camille Pissarro rode the new train lines from Paris north to the pretty towns and striking coastline of Normandy. Dubbed the Impressionists, after Monet’s early Impression, Soleil Levant (Impression, Sunrise), they strove to capture the beauty and changing light en plein air (“in the open air”) of this picturesque landscape, and their radical work altered the course of 19th- and 20th-century art.


An Impressionist pilgrimage in Normandy should start in Giverny, at the home of Claude Monet. He lived and worked here from 1883 until his death in 1926, capturing the beauty of his gardens in paintings, including his famous Water Lily series. You can tour his house, now a museum, and view the still-splendid lily ponds. Works by other artists are on display at the new Museum of Impressionists.


Nearby Rouen, where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake in 1431, is now a bustling port city. The elaborate façade of its grand cathedral inspired more than 30 of Monet’s paintings, and a few hang in the city’s Fine Arts Museum, along with works by Pissarro, Renoir, and Sisley, who all spent time here.


Though the pretty port town of Honfleur, where the sea and the river Seine meet, attracted artists long before the Impressionists, in the 1860s it was base camp for the burgeoning movement. Monet, Boudin, Courbet, Corot, Sisley, and Renoir would head to the St-Siméon Farm to paint the Seine and its surroundings; some of those works, considered the forerunner to Impressionism, are displayed in Honfleur’s Eugène Boudin Museum. Today La Ferme St-Siméon is a rustic yet elegant hotel and spa. Its restaurant serves Normandy specialties such as mussels and oysters and calvados (apple brandy). In the center of Honfleur, stay at the romantic, handsomely renovated La Petite Folie, a short stroll from the picturesque harbor.


Impressionists Degas, Matisse, and Courbet would travel from Honfleur along the so-called Alabaster Coast to Étretat, painting its dramatic white cliffs and tall rock archways. Artists also found inspiration along La Côte Fleurie, the 30 miles of coastline linking Honfleur and more than a dozen small towns and resorts. Trouville, the oldest seaside resort in France, has a subdued, family atmosphere, while its glamorous neighbor Deauville offers casinos, racetracks, expensive shops, and a beautiful boardwalk. The elegant Grande Normandy Barrière and Royal Barrière hotels are abuzz during the annual American Film Festival in early September. But repair to the peaceful countryside hotel of choice, Les Manoirs de Tourgéville, on the site of filmmaker Claude Lelouche’s former home.


Where: Giverny is 50 miles/80 km northwest of Paris. House of Claude Monet: www.giverny.org. Musée des Impressionnismes Giverny: Tel 33/2-32-519465; www.mdig.fr. When: closed Nov–Mar. Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rouen: Tel 33/2-35-712840; www.rouen-musees.fr. La Ferme St-Siméon: Tel 33/2-31-817800; in the U.S., 800-735-2478; www.fermesaintsimeon.fr. Cost: from $250 (off-peak), from $400 (peak); dinner $100. La Petite Folie: Tel 33/6-74-394646; www.lapetitefolie-honfleur.com. Cost: from $180. Les Manoirs de Tourgéville: Tel 33/2-31-14-4868; www.lesmanoirtourgeville.com. Cost: from $195 (off-peak), from $300 (peak). Best times: in Giverny: May–Aug for flowers in Monet’s gardens; late Aug for International Chamber Music Festival. In Rouen: last Sun in May for Joan of Arc Festival. In Honfleur: May for Sailor’s Festival; mid-Sep for Shrimp Festival. In Deauville: early Sep for American Film Festival.
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A Gothic Wonder Surrounded by Galloping Tides


_______________


Mont St-Michael


Normandie, France


The fortified island-village of Mont St-Michel ranks among the wonders of the Western world, drawing more than 3 million visitors a year—second in France only to the Eiffel Tower. The ancient abbey and town, on the summit of a dramatic granite outcropping rising from a flat seabed, are a marvel of engineering and sheer audacity.


Originally the site of a small oratory, built in 708 after a bishop reported a sighting of St. Michael, over several centuries the island became a complex of churches, Benedictine monasteries, ramparts, and a village. Once a pilgrimage site, an unassailable fortification, even a prison after the French Revolution, it now stands as a tribute to French medieval architecture.


Much has been made of the dangerous “galloping” tides—the highest in Europe—which can rush in as high as 45 feet, then rush out again just as quickly (the highest tide occurs 36 to 48 hours after a full moon). Many medieval pilgrims lost their lives sinking into dangerous quicksand when picking their way across the bay; a half-mile-long causeway was finally built in 1879. Over the years, silt buildup has inexorably joined Mont St-Michel to the mainland; a new dam and an elevated bridge replacing the causeway now let tides circulate naturally and are returning the monument to its true island state.


Avoid the crush of tourists by visiting offseason, or enjoy the silent magic of a near-deserted Mont St-Michel in late evening by dining or a one-night stay at La Mère Poulard. They’ve been putting up pilgrims and tourists since 1888, serving their soufflélike omelets made from a secret recipe. At the rustic Ferme Saint-Michel on the mainland, you can enjoy a menu highlighted with Normandy specialties—seafood, camembert, and Calvados brandy—with a view of Mont St-Michel illuminated at night.


Where: 200 miles/322 km northwest of Paris, 30 miles/48 km east of St-Malo. La Mère Poulard: Tel 33/2-33-896868; www.merepoulard.com. Cost: from $230; dinner $75. La Ferme Saint-Michel: Tel 33/2-33-584679; www.restaurantfermesaintmichel.com. Cost: dinner $28. Best times: May–Jun and Sep–Oct for nice weather and fewer crowds; Nov–Feb for dramatic weather and solitude.
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Where the Liberation of Europe Began


_______________


Normandy’s D-day Beaches


Normandie, France
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Germans manned the Longues-sur-Mer battery on D-day.


On June 6, 1944, the Allied Forces launched Operation Overlord, the largest seaborne invasion in history. More than 6,900 ships and landing craft, 54,000 vehicles, and nearly 11,600 planes set off from the British coast through thick fog to cross the rough waters of the English Channel. Destination: the shores of Normandy, in Nazi-occupied northern France, chosen because they were less defended by the Germans than sites farther east. Although the Allies successfully caught the Nazis off-guard, the battle was bloody and the cost of human life high on the beaches code-named Omaha, Utah, Gold, Juno, and Sword—it’s estimated that nearly 4,500 Allied soldiers died on the first day alone. Casualties on both sides exceeded 400,000 for the campaign, which ran through the end of August and launched the successful Allied march across Europe that helped to end Adolf Hitler’s dream of world domination.


Time has erased most of World War II’s scars from this quiet coast, except for the dramatic reminder of rows and rows of stark white crosses and Stars of David marking the resting places of 9,387 American soldiers at Colleville-sur-Mer’s American Cemetery. Nearly 5,000 British, Canadian, Australian, and South African troops rest at the British Cemetery at Bayeux. Near the town of Néville-sur-Mer, pieces of wrecked German bunkers and barbed wire overlook the beach, and at Arromanches, just off Gold Beach, sit the remains of the floating Mulberry Harbor, an artificial port built to receive supplies during the landing.


Several museums detail the D-day invasion, the most important and comprehensive being the Musée du Débarquement (D-day Museum) at the site of the Mulberry Harbor and the moving and informative Caen Memorial—A Center for History and Peace, about 30 miles to the south. The latter gives an overview of the invasion, set in a city that was 80 percent destroyed by Nazi bombing.


Where: 170–185 miles/274–298 km northwest of Paris. Visitor info: www.normandie-tourisme.fr or www.normandiememoire.com. Musée de Débarquement: Tel 33/2-31-223431; www.musee-arromanches.fr. Caen Memorial: Tel 33/2-31-060644; www.memorial-caen.fr. Best times: May–Jun and Sep–Oct for nice weather and fewer crowds; Jun 6 for remembrance ceremonies.
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“If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young man, then wherever you go for the rest of your life, it stays with you, for Paris is a moveable feast.”—Ernest Hemingway



_______________


Paris


Île-de-France, France


It’s impossible to be objective about Paris, possibly the most beautiful and romantic city in the world. The architecture, manicured green spaces, bridges over Seine, café life, and joie de vivre of its soigné citizens all conspire to make the City of Light an elegant and timelessly exciting place to visit. See the key sights first, then wander down its backstreets and discover your own Paris, the birthplace of style and savoir vivre, where everything is magic and anything can happen.


Top Attractions


Arc de Triomphe—The largest triumphal arch in the world (163 feet high and 147 feet wide) was erected by Napoleon in 1806 to commemorate his imperial army’s victories. During World War II, both the invading Germans and the liberating Allied forces passed beneath the arch. It’s the site of France’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and at the top is a viewing platform and multimedia exhibit allowing you to inspect the arch’s glorious sculptures and friezes up close. Info: Tel 33/1-55-377377; www.monuments-nationaux.fr.
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The Arc de Triomphe stands at the western end of the Champs-Élysées.




Basilique du Sacré-Coeur—Planned as a votive offering after France’s humiliating defeat in the Franco-Prussian War and the ensuing uprising of the Paris Commune, Sacré-Coeur was built between 1876 and 1914 in an ornate Romanesque-Byzantine style. A perpetual prayer cycle that began at the basilica’s consecration in 1919 continues round-the-clock to this day. Gleaming white and with a 272-foot-high central dome, the outside of the cathedral is almost confectionary. Inside is one of the world’s largest mosaics, depicting Christ with outstretched arms. The view from the dome is breathtaking; on a clear day you can see for almost 20 miles. Info: Tel 33/1-53-418900; www.sacre-coeur-montmartre.com.




Centre Georges Pompidou—Looking like a building turned inside out so that all its brightly painted pipes and ductwork show, the bold Centre Pompidou was the original bad boy of museums when it opened in 1977 as a center for modern art. Its futurism is a bit dated today, but a late-’90s restoration freshened things up, adding 5,000 feet of exhibition space, a number of new auditoriums, and improved dining options. Attractions include the National Museum of Modern Art, with about 1,350 works on display from its massive collection. Info: Tel 33/1-44-781233; www.centrepompidou.fr.




Cimetière du Père-Lachaise—The world’s most visited cemetery opened its one-way doors in 1804, and today its 69,000 ornate tombs form an open-air sculpture garden. Among the 800,000 souls who call this place “home” are Chopin, Molière, Proust, Gertrude Stein, Colette, Sarah Bernhardt, Yves Montand, Edith Piaf, and Isadora Duncan. Especially popular are the graves of Oscar Wilde and 1960s rock star Jim Morrison. Info: Tel 33/1-55-258210; www.pere-lachaise.com.




Tour Eiffel—Possibly the most recognized structure in the world, the Eiffel Tower was built as a temporary centerpiece for the 1889 Universal Exhibition; the much maligned “metal asparagus” was saved from demolition only because, as the tallest structure in Europe at the time (1,063 feet high), it was useful as a radio tower. Today it’s the symbol of Paris, providing a view of up to 40 miles from its observation platforms. On its second level at 400 feet, the Le Jules Verne restaurant gives new meaning to the term “haute cuisine”; should your budget not match those lofty heights, dine at 58 Tour Eiffel on the first level (187 feet) where a new glass floor has just been added. Info: Tel 33/8-92-701239; www.tour-eiffel.fr. Le Jules Verne: Tel 33/1-45-556144; www.lejulesverne-paris.com. Cost: dinner $240. 58 Tour Eiffel: Tel 33/1-45-552004; www.restaurants-toureiffel.com. Cost: dinner $105.
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Fireworks surround the tower every July 14.




L’Hôtel Nationale des Invalides (Napoleon’s Tomb)—This spectacular complex was originally designed in the late 17th century as a hospital and retirement home for French veterans. It features a huge military building erected around a large courtyard, an armory that was plundered at the outset of the French Revolution, and a church with a gilded Baroque dome. In 1840, Napoleon’s remains were moved from the island of St. Helena, where he had died in exile in 1821, to rest in the church. In addition to the tomb, visitors can see the Musée de l’Armée, full of weapons, uniforms, and equipment, and the Musée des Plans-Reliefs, with scale models of various French towns, fortresses, and châteaux. Info: Tel 33/1-44-423772; www.invalides.org.




The Louvre—Once the largest palace in the world, now one of its largest art museums, the Louvre is home to the Mona Lisa, the armless Venus de Milo, I. M. Pei’s controversial glass pyramid, and some 400,000 works of art—35,000 of which are on permanent display. Stretching for half a mile along the northern banks of the Seine, the palace was initially a medieval fortress and was expanded into a luxurious royal residence. It was designated a museum immediately after the Revolution, and its collection was significantly expanded with spoils of war taken by Napoleon. Today the collections are divided into eight departments, including sculpture, paintings, and antiquities. Exit the museum and delve into the Jardin des Tuileries, gardens laid out in 1664 by André Le Nôtre, designer of the grounds at Versailles (see here). They form one of Paris’s loveliest promenades, dotted with statues and fountains, and link the Louvre with the Place de la Concorde. Info: Tel 33/1-40-205317; www.louvre.fr.




Musée National du Moyen Age—Built in the 15th century as a splendid Gothic residence for the abbot of the Cluny Abbey, the mansion now houses the Museum of the Middle Ages (aka the Cluny Museum). Following the Revolution, Alexandre du Sommerard filled it with a collection of medieval tapestries, statues, crosses and chalices, jewelry, coins, manuscripts, and more. Its most prized possession is The Lady and the Unicorn, a unique series of six late-15th-century tapestries. The site also contains the ruins of 2nd-century Roman baths. Info: Tel 33/1-53-737800; www.musee-moyenage.fr.




Musée d’Orsay—Housed in the Neoclassical Gare d’Orsay railroad station (built in 1900), the Musée d’Orsay exhibits works from the years 1848 to 1914, a period that saw the rise of Impressionism, Symbolism, pointillism, realism, Fauvism, and Art Nouveau. The dazzling collection includes works by Degas, Manet, Monet, Cézanne, Renoir, Matisse, and Whistler. If you get a second wind, take in the furniture, architectural drawings and models, photographs, and objets d’art. Info: Tel 33/1-40-494814; www.musee-orsay.fr.




Musée Picasso—With more than 3,500 drawings, engravings, paintings, ceramic works, and sculptures donated by the artist’s heirs, the Picasso Museum represents the greatest single collection of the artist’s work in the world. Housed in the 17th-century Hôtel Salé, the museum’s collection also shows Picasso’s personal art collection of such masters as Braque, Cézanne, Matisse, and Modigliani. Info: Tel 33/1-85-560036; www.musee-picasso.fr.




Notre Dame—A “symphony in stone,” according to Victor Hugo, the Cathedral of Notre Dame is the historic, spiritual, and geographic heart of Paris. Its foundation stone was laid by Pope Alexander III in 1163, and construction was completed nearly two centuries later. A 422-step climb to the top of the north tower provides close-ups of the bestiary of gargoyles, the 13-ton bell Emmanuel in the south tower, and a magnificent 360-degree view. Info: Tel 33/1-42-345610; www.cathedraledeparis.com.




Ste-Chapelle—The walls of this small chapel, completed in 1248 to house Louis IX’s precious collection of holy relics and one of the supreme achievements of the Middle Ages, form the largest expanse of stained glass in the world—so be sure to visit on a sunny day. Or in the evening when there are candlelit classical concerts in this Gothic jewel box. Info: Tel 33/1-53-406080; www.monuments-nationaux.fr.




Other Must-Dos


Carabret—Paris’s oldest bar-cabaret and a Montmartre landmark, Au Lapin Agile was frequented by Picasso and Utrillo, among others. This glimpse of Paris past has been the heart of French folk music for decades, with spirited sing-alongs in an old-school venue. In the same neighborhood and easily spotted by its trademark red windmill, the Moulin Rouge puts on much more lavish shows once immortalized in the posters of Toulouse-Lautrec. Au Lapin Agile: Tel 33/1-46-068587; www.au-lapin-agile.com. Moulin Rouge: Tel 33/1-53-098282; www.moulinrouge.fr.




Bateaux Mouches—These glass-enclosed boats are to Paris what gondolas are to Venice—a wonderful, unabashedly touristy way to see the city from a different perspective. They ply the waters of the Seine and slip under its famous bridges, providing a glimpse of life along the quais of the refined Right and storied Left banks. Info: Tel 33/1-42-259610; www.bateauxmouches.com.




Île St-Louis—This small island in the middle of the Seine was created in the 17th century by joining two islets together. Since then, it’s been largely residential, with stately 17th- and 18th-century mansions. One of the most romantic spots is at the western end, around Pont St-Louis and Pont Louis-Philippe. Look for Berthillon to sample its famous ice cream (try the salted caramel). Berthillon: Tel 33/1-43-543161; www.berthillon.fr.




Marché aux Puces de St-Ouen—A must for every flea-market lover, this enormous market consists of thousands of vendors in a dozen different sections, selling everything under the sun, including one-of-a-kind finds for early birds with sharp eyes. It’s the largest in Europe, held Saturday, Sunday, and Monday—and, yes, that might be that famous American designer you see sleuthing around. Info: www.marcheauxpuces-saintouen.com.




Musée de l’Orangerie—A minimalist oasis of calm, this small museum exhibits Impressionist and Post-Impressionist paintings, pastels, watercolors, and other works, by such notables as Cézanne, Matisse, Renoir, Rousseau, Soutine, and Utrillo. The main reason for a visit, though, is to view Monet’s sublime Water Lilies, eight enormous panels arranged in two oval galleries built exactly to the artist’s specifications. Info: Tel 33/1-44-778007; www.musee-orangerie.fr.




Musée Rodin—Housed in the sculptor’s 18th-century mansion and surrounded by gardens filled with his works, this museum is one of the most relaxing spots in Paris. The Thinker is instantly recognizable, but don’t miss The Burghers of Calais, The Cathedral, and especially The Kiss, just about the most romantic work ever carved in stone. Info: Tel 33/1-44-186110; www.musee-rodin.fr.




Opéra Garnier—A Rococo wonder, this opera house completed in 1875 includes a delightful ceiling added in 1964 by Marc Chagall. Lavish performances by the National Opera, the Paris Ballet, and various orchestras promise the ultimate night on the town. Info: Tel 33/1-71-252423; www.opera-de-paris.fr.




Place des Vosges—The small, rose-colored brick Place des Vosges is the city’s oldest and most beautiful square, planned by Henri IV in the early 17th century and entirely surrounded by arcades. Victor Hugo lived here, at No. 6, and his apartment is now a museum. The stylish Park Hyatt Vendôme enjoys an excellent location on Rue de la Paix. Maison de Victor Hugo: Tel 33/1-42-721016; www.musee-hugo.paris.fr. Park Hyatt: Tel 33/1-58-71-1234; http://paris.vendome.hyatt.com. Cost: from $800.
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